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ABSTRACT 
The American Home Missionary Society represented an 
evangelical Protestant, interdenominational, voluntary 
effort to plant churches and related cultural institutions 
in developing communities on the American frontier. 
Growing out of the missionary, revivalistic, and social 
reform concerns of participants in the Second Great 
Awakening, the So�iety sought to perpetuate social reform, 
inculcate individual "virtue," fill the perceived void 
left by legal disestablishment, and, preeminently, gain 
converts to evangelical Christianity. 
In the first decade of its institutional life the 
American Home Missionary Society focused its attention on 
the frontier communities of the Old Northwest and the 
Mississippi Valley. During the 1820 1 s and 1830 1 s, the 
-recently admitted states of Illinois and Indiana occupied
a potentially crucial position in the commercial and
social development of the United States, and the American
Home Missionary Society appeared to have the resources and
internal unity to carry out its self-appointed mission
in those states. However, denominational in-fighting and
concurrent financial hardship in the aftermath of the
Panic of 1837 undermined the strength of the Society. As
constituent denominations asserted their independence, the
founding principles of the Society were compromised and
i i 
the character of the Society was altered. 
Using the papers of the Society and concentrating on 
the activities of its missionaries in Illinois and 
Indiana, I have attempted to trace the growth, maturation, 
and decay of the founding principles of the Society in the 
two frontier states. Since the work of the Society issued 
from a theologically and institutionally creative response 
to a re-defined relationship between church and state, I 
have discussed the shaping forces of the American Home 
Missionary Society before examining the missionaries' 
distinctive pe rce ption of frontier socie ty a n d  
implementation of their task. Finally, I have endeavored 
to follow the effects of economic depression and doctrinal 
dissension on the work of the Society in Illinois and 
Indiana. 
Although the papers of the American Home Missionary 
Society reflect the missionaries' overriding religious 
concerns, the correspondence provides insight into the 
development of certain aspects of American Protestantism 
and society in the first third of the nineteenth century. 
The introduction of voluntary association in churches and 
s o c i e t i e s  o f  s o c i a l  r e fo r m , t h e  e xt e n t  o f  
interdenominational co-operation, the uses of revivalism, 
and the application of popular doctrine that linked the 
nation to a coming millennium form recurring themes in the 
i i i 
papers. Although the correspondents ignore many important 
issues of their day, their papers display a significant 
effort to weave the religious beliefs and values of 
eastern evangelical Protestants into the social fabric of 
the west. 
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PREFACE 
On January 25, 1828, John Ellis, a missionary of the 
American Home Missionary Society in Illinois, wrote to the 
Corresponding Secretary of the American Home Missionary 
Society in New York City: 
the new free states are before you as lively 
material to be molded by the plastic hand of 
Patriotic and Christian benevolence. Let this be 
done and soon you wi 11 regard the new free states 
in the same class with the old, as possessing the 
moral strength of the nation and the resources 
for the conversion of the world.1
The American Home Missionary Society represented an 
evangelical Protestant, interdenominational, voluntary 
effort to plant churches and related cultural institutions 
(schools, colleges, Sunday schools, and tract, temperance, 
and Bible societies) in developing communities on the 
American frontier. Growing out of the missionary, 
revivalistic, and social reform concerns of participants 
in the Second Great Awa kening, the American Home 
Missionary Society sought to perpetuate social reforms, 
inculcate individual "virtue", fill the perceived void 
left by legal disestablishment, and, preeminently, gain 
converts to evangelical Christianity. 
In the first decade of its institutional life the 
Vi 
American Home Missionary Society explicitly channeled its 
resources and energies into the transmission of 
evangelical faith and values to the frontier communities 
of the Old Northwest and the Mississippi Valley. Popular 
tracts and sermons depicted "the Valley" as a mythic 
battleground, in which a Babel of religious and ethnic 
groups was destined to contend with a "benevolent phalanx" 
of evangelical Pr~testants for the soul of the nation. In 
1827 the American Home Missionary Society resolved: 
That the rapid increase in population, and the 
alarming deficiency of ministers of the Gospel in 
the Western and Southern states, and the 
dependence of our civil 1 iberties upon the 
institutions of religion, call for more united, 
vigorous, extended efforts to establish Christian 
ordinances in every destitute portion of this 
nation. 2 
In the 182O's and 183O's the recently admitted states 
~f Illinois and Indiana formed a suitable theater for the 
operations of the American Home Missionary Society. 
Occupying a potentially crucial geographic position in the 
commercial life of the expanding nation, buffeted by a 
cross current of immigrants from the south, from New 
England, and (increasingly) from abroad, and dangling 
promises of instant wealth springing from soil that seemed 
to produce crops "spontaneously," the two states provided 
"lively material" for the eager social sculptors of the 
American Home Missionary Society. 
Vi i 
In their correspondence the pioneering missionaries 
to Illinois and Indiana revealed their distinctive 
perception of the frontier and documented their efforts to 
translate doctrines and principles of moral reform into 
social action. Between 1826 and 1837 the American Home 
Missionary Society appeared to have the resources and 
internal co-operation of constituent denominations to 
fufill their self-appointed mission. However, because 
concerted interdenominational effort terminated in 1837 
and concurrent financial hardship led to measures of 
austerity and a reduced roster of missionaries, the 
character of the American Home Missionary Society became 
altered after that date. 
Using the papers of the American Home Missionary 
Society and focusing on the activities of its missionaries 
in Illinois and Indiana, I ha ve attempted to trace the 
growth, maturation, and deca y of the founding princ i ples 
of the Society in the two frontier states. Since the 
vision for American society and the mode of operations of 
the Society issued fr o m a theologically and 
institutionally creative response to the re-defined 
relationship between church and s t ate in the early 
national period of United States history, I have devoted 
the first chapter to a discussion of the confluence of 
social forces, theological doctrines, r e ligious practices 
Vi i i · 
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and interdenominational organizations which gave impetus 
to the work of the American Home Missionary Society in 
Illinois and Indiana. In the second chapter I have tried 
to delineate the missionaries' perception of frontier 
society in Illinois and Indiana and to re-construct a 
social his t ory b ased on their exp e c t a t ions and 
experiences. Consideration of how the missionaries 
attempted to implement their work through the vehicles of 
revivals, educational establishments, churches, and 
voluntary associations on behalf of moral reform directed 
my efforts in chapter three. Finally, in chapter four I 
have endeavored to follow the effects of the financial 
panic of 1837 and of doctrinal dissension on the 
missionaries of the Society in Illinois and Indiana. With 
the dissolution of the original interdenominational 
consensus and the rapid social development of the two 
states, the initial raison d'etre of the Society stood in 
need of revision by 1837. 
A study of the motivating forces and original intent 
of the American Home Missionary Society in Illinois and 
Indiana in the 1820's and 1830's casts l ight on the 
development of both American Protestantism and American 
society in the first third of the nineteenth century. The 
contours of American disestablishment, denominationalism, 
and voluntary association in churches and societies of 
ix 
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social reform were fashioned then. Revivalism in varying 
forms was refined and solidified into a vital and enduring 
feature of evangelical Protestantism; the consequent drift 
toward pragmatic Arminianism in denominations with a 
Calvinist heritage threatened to rip some churches apart. 
For a brief period the American Home Missionary Society 
managed to subdue internal doctrinal dissension and helped 
exert a nationalizing influence on the youthful and 
expanding United States. Popular doctrine tied the 
destiny of the nation to the coming millennium. The more 
mundane operations of the American Home Missionary Society 
missionaries in Illinois and Indiana wove the religious 
beliefs and values of the eastern evangelical Protestants 
into the social fabric of the west. 
However, the presence of a multiplicity of themes in 
the correspondence of the missionaries of the American 
Home Missionary Society in Illinois and Indiana should not 
be construed as evidence that the papers constitute a 
comprehensive source on frontier society or American 
religious life. For example, two highly pertinent themes 
,i n a c o m p r e h e n s i v e s t u d y o f t h e s o c i a 1 a n d r � 1 i g i o u s 
milieu of the period--the tightening link bet w een 
evangelical Protestantism and anti-slavery agitation and 
the contributions of women to American churches and 
frontier society--received scant attention from the 
X 
missionaries. In spite of a growing conviction that the 
"free states" were best suited to the shaping force of the 
"plastic hand of Patriotic and Christian benevolence," 
most Society missionaries in Illinois and Indiana seemed 
reluctant to alienate Southern supporters in the 1820's 
and 1830 1 s and consequently remained ?ilent or resorted to 
elliptical statements of their o wn v iews on slavery. 
Although women formed auxiliary societies to the American 
Home Missionary Society, apparently constituted the 
majority of church members in Illinois and Indiana, and 
collaborated in missionary work, their considerable 
efforts received only passing mention from the exclusively 
male correspondents . 
By omitting any extensive discussion of the foregoing 
themes, I did not intend to overlook cr ucial historical 
issues or to pe rpetuate injustice. Rather , it has been my 
intention to h ighlight the missionaries' own view of their 
work in Illinois and Indiana. Both animated and 
circumscribed by their convictions and culture, their work 
and sense of mission carved out an admittedly narrow but 
fruitful passa ge into the broader v istas of American 
history. Notwithstanding the lim its of the 
correspondence, I have allowed it to dictate my principle 
of selection, for I have endeavored, first, to examine the 
work and point of view of the missionaries and, second, to 
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provide a resource for students who might wish to utilize 
the correspondence. In order to pass on ·a sense of the 
religiously conventional language of the missionaries and 
to suggest implicitly the range of recurrent themes in the 
papers, I have quoted freely from the correspondence. 
The primary sources for this study of the operations 
of the American Home Missionary Society in Illinois and 
Indiana were readily available at the University of Rhode 
Island Library in Kingston, Rhode Island. The papers of 
the American Home Missionary Society (housed at the 
Chicago Theological Seminary earlier in the twentieth 
century) .were filmed in 1975. The papers most relevant to 
my study include: 
1. 
2 • 
3. 
4. 
5 • 
6. 
Series I, Incoming Corresponding from Illinois 
1826-1837, reels 15, 16, 17 
Series I, Incoming Correspondance from Indiana 
1824-1837, reel 53, 54, 55 
Series II, Outgoing Correspondence 
1826-1837, reels 278-282 
Series III, Administrative Material, 
(which has been largely destroyed), reel 372 
Series IV, Annual Reports, 1826-1856, reel 373 
(Statistical tables showing the name and location 
of each missionary, the date of commission, 
number of conversions reported annually, the size 
of congregations, temperance pledge subscribers, 
and miscellaneous comments have been extracted 
from the annual r e p o rts a n d  comp i l e d  
chronologically on reel one.) 
Series V, The Home Missionary, volumes I-XY, 
1828-1842, reel 378(1ndex on reel 377). 
My interest in the papers of the American Home 
Missionary Society grew out of my work in Professor James 
Findlay's course in the history of religion in America and 
Xii 
in Professor Teresa Murphy's course in the early national 
period of the United States. Extended acquaintance with 
the correspondence from Illinois and Indiana in the 1820's 
and 1830's has confirmed my belief that, notwithstanding 
the bias and limits of the papers, the letters cast light 
on the role of evangelical Protestants in the United 
States during a crucial period of national development. 
Xi i i 
NOTES TO PREFACE 
1John Ell is to Corresponding Secretary of the AHMS, 
25 January 1828, AHMS Papers, reel 15. 
2First Annual Report of the American Home Missionar 
Society New Yor : n.p., 1827 , HMS Papers, ree 373. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
During the Revolutionary era (1765-1793) Protestant 
church m.embership declined precipitously in the face of 
political and theological quarrels, ecclesiastical 
disarray, and apparent apathy. While some congregations 
waded through closely reasoned debates between th~ 
advocates of the "New Divinity" (who were willing to come 
to theological terms with the revivalism of .the First 
Great Awakening) an·d the defenders of the "Old Divinity", 
others felt besieged by Enlightenment rationalism and 
deism. But although the challenge to revealed religion 
surfaced institutionally with the Unitarian and 
Universal ist movements, Enlightenment-influenced political 
thought more insidiously undermined the foundation of 
traditional church-state co-operation. Such conspicuous 
Revolutionary leaders as Jefferson, Franklin, Madison, 
John Adams, and Washington were, to varying degrees, 
religious skeptics. The Declaration of Independence 
elevated Lockean principles of natural law over any 
traditional colonial understanding of a divinely 
sanctioned covenant between church and state. In his 
popular polemic, Common Sense, Thomas Paine utilized the 
Old Testament, not as a scriptural authority, but as a 
2 
political history that tended to excoriate the di v ine 
right of kings.I The United States Constitution and Bill 
of Rights forbade the national establishment of religion 
and guaranteed religious liberty. In the 1790 1 s American 
readers encountered the rabid republicanism and religious 
skepticism of Joel Barlow, Philip Freneau, Ethan Allen, 
and Thomas Paine. 
But in spite of the connection between Enlightenment-
influenced political thought and religious skepticism, it 
would be misleading to equate religious beliefs and 
political stances in the Revolutionary period. The 
twentieth century historian of American religions, Sydney 
Ahlstrom, pointed out that : 
The conservative Patriot heroes, Patrick Henry 
and Samuel Adams, showed more than average 
political radical ism. Daniel Shay's rebels of 
1786 were probably more orthodox than their 
opposition. In Massachusetts generally, the more 
orthodox west stood opposed to the emerging 
Unitarianism of the Boston area where the ult 2a-Federalists would later make th~ir last stand. 
The clergymen of most Protestant groups fell victim to 
similarly unpredictable political partisansh i p: both 
Tories and Whigs solicited the support of chaplains and 
combatant clergymen while forcing other clergy to flee 
from the wrath of political zealotry.3 Major church 
groups also benefited unevenly from the victory of the 
American rebels. The decimated Church of Engl a nd, 
laboring at best under a cloud of suspicion and lac king 
immediate means of ordaining new clergy, did not begin to 
3 
reorganize and recover until the late l780's. 
Notwithstanding founder John Wesley's British patriotism, 
the Methodists flourished in America and were organized 
into a denomination at the "Christmas conference" of 1784. 
The revival-espousing Baptists also emerged strongly from 
the Revolution: in New England, Baptist congregations 
increased from twenty-five in 1740 to two hundred sixty-
six in 1790.4 
Serving frequently as veritable hothouses of 
revolutionary fervor, both the Presbyterians and 
Congregationalists outwardly appeared to be unharmed by 
the events of the era.5 Presbyterians facilely formed a 
post-war General Assembly, four synods, and sixteen 
presbyteries. Inwardly, however, both groups harbored 
potentially explosive conflict. Concentrated in New 
England, Congregationalists uneasily yoked Arminians with 
Calvinists and Enlightenment deists with orthodox 
Puritans; in the middle states, Presbyterians attempted to 
balance the diverging theologies of New England and 
Scotch-Irish descendents. 6 
For most American Protestant churches, however, the 
shortage of communicants in the Revolutionary period was 
acute and obvious. It has been estimated that only four 
to seven percent of Americans were affiliated with a 
church in the early 1790's.7 Whether people stayed away 
in droves because of political partisanship, lack of ready 
4 
access to frontier churches, skepticism, or displeasure 
with the theological leanings of their local clergy, 
churches faced a dauntingly apathetic public. 
The gloomy prospect of "bare, ruined choirs" was 
exacerbated by a fundamental crisis of ecclesiastical re-
organization. A bewildering mosaic of established, 
multiply established, and non-established churches had 
existed in the colonies.8 Any governmental attempt to 
enlarge one of the variegated religious pieces would only 
dash the hope of national harmony. Also, the United 
States Constitution was informed by an Enlightenment-
derived suspicion of established religion: in 1784 Madison 
published his Remonstrances_A1ainst_Reli1ious 
Assessments, which advocated disestablishment. Article 
6 of the Constitution called for separation of church and 
state and the First Amendment guaranteed religious 
liberty. 
For the overwhelmingly Protestant churches of America 
in 1790, religious liberty was, potentially, a mixed 
blessing. No church received special status: the European 
system of an established church and sects was not 
duplicated in the United States; all groups were regarded 
as "denominations." But the denominational settlement 
forced the true believer into the position of 
simultaneously participating in a free market of truth 
claims and asserting that her or his denomination 
5 
represented the most Biblically pristine form of 
C h r i s t i a n i t y • Competing denominations depended 
exclusively upon converts to sustain their church rolls. 
The voluntary association of church members and the 
enforced institutional self-sufficiency of denominations 
enhanced the attractiveness of the "conversion 
experience". If one could not be enrolled in a state 
church at birth, one could be "re-born " (in a revivalistic 
adaptation of the Biblical concept) and choose to join an 
evangelical denomination. While the voluntary principle 
of church membership encouraged (at least in theory) a 
more deeply committed congregation, it also spawned 
relentless insecurity; without a steady stream of 
converts, one's denomination would collapse. 9 
The institutional impetus to revivalism was augmented 
by the churches' gradual reconsideration of their civic 
role. In spite of the ecclesiastical disturbances of the 
era, the clergy, especially in New England, tended to 
identify Revolutionary success with God's approval. In 
his essay, "From the Covenant to the Revival", Perry 
Miller took note of a deep-seated Protestant "conception 
of a people standing in direct daily relation to God upon 
covenantal terms •. 1110 . . Such a conception of society 
and individual moral responsibility harmonized with the 
belief that personal transgress i ons or virtues could bring 
down upon the nation the wrath - or the special favor of 
6 
the Lord. Examining the correspondence, sermons, and 
printed works of New England clergy, Miller found that 
while political events of the era were given an 
increasingly secular reading, belief in the need for 
individual repentance abided and was re-integrated into a 
cultural critique of the republic. Consequently, although 
"fast days" called by John Adams and James Madison were 
often regarded as mere political ploys, the cry for 
individual repentance continued to be earnest. 11 The New 
England clergy saw the aggregate repentance of individuals 
as a QUarantor of cultural unity and a reservoir of virtue 
for the republic. 
The new civic responsibility of Protestant 
denominations addressed a perceived moral need in the 
early republic. To many, the large scale experiment in 
republican government was not only unprecedented, but 
fraught with peril. In the analysis of Frankin, Madison, 
and Jefferson, only continuous westward expansion could 
forestall decline into the pattern of Old World inequality 
of wealth, overpopulation, and frivolous manufacturing. 12 
But a spreading republican social order based on checks 
and balances was untested. Although an established 
American church seemed untenable and undesirable, the 
absence of a tangible moral authority to buttress the 
social hierarchy broke with the well worn order of 
Constantine. The success of a republican social order was 
.i 
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believed to be dependent upon the voluntary cooperation 
of an informed electorate and its leaders. Nevertheless, 
the deserving candidates of the didactic 1780's play, The 
Candidates,_£!. Humours of~ Virginia Election triumphed 
somewhat perfunctorily, notwithstanding a fictional 
landscape that woefully depicted 
The state of things ... in former times 
'Ere wicked kings were punish'd for their crimes: 
When strove the candidates to gain their seats 
Most heartily, with drinking bouts, and treats; 
The meannest vices all the people stain'd 
And drunkenness, and monarchy both reign'd .. 13 
Amid the mundane workings of a republic which retained 
similar vices, there was little prospect of happy social 
co-operation. However, with the assistance of religiously 
revived, morally reformed, and voluntarily associated 
individuals, denominations could ideally present the 
r epublic with informed, responsible citizens and leaders. 
Sustained by the incentive and self-control of their 
members, the denominational system implicitly served as a 
useful and suitably republican means of social control. 
To suggest, however, that the denominational 
settlement of the period functioned as an overt mechanism 
for social control would be at once an excessive and 
restri c tive claim. Even during the most heated debates 
over the French Revolution and War of 1812, the ultra-
Federalist clerical leaders of the Second Great Awakening 
were preeminently interested in the conversion of 
8 
sinners. 14 Far from merely serving the nat i onal interest, 
they regarded the new nation as a vehicle for worldwide 
religious awakening. As James Maclear pointed out in his 
essay, "The Republic and the Millennium", the "articulate 
spokesmen of middle-class Protestant denominations--often 
ministers, professors, or college presidents of 
Presbyterian, Congregational, Espiscopal, Methodist, or 
Baptist bac kground" identified the furtherance of the 
national purpose with nothing less than the coming 
millennium .15 Historian Nathan Hatch has concluded that 
the New England Federalist clergy of the 1790 1 s believed 
that 
.•• two revolutions were necessary to initiate 
t~e millennium, the first of worldwide expansion 
of those principles of liberty realized in 
America, the second a proclamation throughout 
t he w o r 1 d o f t he ~'t{ e C h r i s t i a n i t y e m b o d i e d i n 
American churches. 
By placing the national destiny in the vanguard of 
preparation~ for the reign of Christ, the clergy wedded 
the republic to Christian eschatology and intensified the 
urgent call for Christian converts. 
In this charged atmosphere the Second Great Awakening 
took place in New England. Although the specific causes, 
origins, and full significance to participants has 
remained a subject for historical debate, the r e has been 
little dispute that the Second Great Awakening represented 
a conjunction of "revivalism, evangelism, and reform" for 
a generation of New England _church members who had 
9 
experie~ced the post-Revolutionary denominational 
settlement, had grown up with the renewed impetus to 
revivalism, and had heard about the millennial mission of 
the republ ic. 17 During the "first phase" (1797-1801) of 
the Second Great Awakening, the preaching of settled "New 
Divinity" clergy (operating in the tradition of Jonathan 
Edwards' theology) led to numerous revivals in the 
Congregational churches of Connecticut and New Hampshire 
and at Yale College. Notable leaders of the Second Great 
Awakening included Timothy Dwight, president of Yale from 
1795 to 1817; Nathaniel William Taylor, who first assisted 
Dwight and later beca~e professor of theology at Yale from 
1822 until his death in 1858; Bennet Tyler, president of 
Dartmouth from 1822 to 1828 and, as president of the 
Theological Institute of Connecticut from 1833 to 1858, an 
outspoken opponent of Taylor's "New Haven" theology; 
Asahel Nettleton, who in spite of his restrained preaching 
seemed to induce revivals; and Lyman Beecher, who spent 
his formative years under the influence of Dwight at Yale 
and the remainder of his long life crusading for 
temperance and the evangelization of the west, presiding 
over Lane Theological Seminary in Cincinnati, and 
alternately affiliating with Congregationalists and 
Presbyterians.18 
Although many leaders favored the "New Divinity" and 
subsequently the New Haven theology, they remained within 
10 
the broad boundaries of traditional Calvinism and 
continued to stress "God's absolute sovereignty, man ' s 
total depravity, and Christ's atoning love. 1119 The 
proponents of the New Haven theology did, however, make 
some significant readjustments within the Calvinist 
framework: for Nathaniel Taylor, human depravity was the 
universal and inevitable result of a person's actions, and 
not the result of a pre-determined attribute of human 
nature.20 The New Haven theologians reasoned that if one 
was not merely the passive captive of sin, it followed 
that one had the "power" to res .pond to the message of 
salvation.21 Although to their critics the New Haven 
theologians seemed to play fast and loose with Calvinist 
predestination and total depravity, the assertion that 
sinners exercised a measure of free will effectively 
placed a heavy responsibility on the individual and 
heightened the urgency of preachers' calls for repentance. 
In addition, the implicit elevation of free will in the 
individual conversion experience tended to foster the 
willful evangelization of American culture . 
Voluntary, i nterdenominational "benevolent 
associations" both directed and issued from the Second 
Great Awakening. Hi storian Richard Shiels has 
demonstrated that founders and active members of the 
Connecticut Miss i onary Society conducted most of the New 
England revivals between 1790 and 1820 and that voluntary 
p 
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associations and missionary efforts became an acceptable 
outlet for the political and social endeavors of 
denominational leaders. 22 In 1798 the General Association 
of Connecticut (Congregationalist) gave the freshly 
organized Connecticut M-issionary Society a mandate to 
"Christianize the Heathen in North America, and to support 
and promote Christian Knowledge in the new settlements 
within the United States. 11 23 In 1799 the Massachusetts 
Missionary Society received a similar charter. Both 
societies took up collections in local churches for the 
support of missionaries on the frontier; both printed 
magazines to promote public interest in their work; and in 
1812 the neighboring societies jointly dispatched Samuel 
J. Mills (Congregationalist) and John F. Schermerhorn 
(Dutch Reformed) on a religious fact-finding tour of Ohio, 
Indiana, Kentucky, Tennessee and the lower Mississippi 
River. 24 
The Mills-Schermerhorn investigation of missionary 
prospects irr the west dramatized both the rapid growth of 
the state missionary societies and a willingness to cross 
denominational boundaries. In 1798 the Connecticut 
society sent out itinerant preachers for four to eight 
week terms in New York, Pennsylvania, and Vermont. 25 But 
by 1801, Connecticut missionary Joseph · Badger undertook a 
thirteen month tour of the Western Reserve and 
subsequently returned with his . family to plant churches 
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under society auspices in Ohio. Mass distribution of 
religous literature also displayed the energetic growth of 
the Connecticut Missionary Society: by 1818 the small 
state society had distributed 42,000 tracts, Bibles, and 
devotional volumes in the west.26 
On a grander scale, the movement toward national 
societies for the promotion of missions, tract and Bible 
distribution, education, and social reform displayed an 
interdenominational effort to evangelize American culture. 
The Ame rican Bible Society, o rganized i n  1816, 
incorporated the Philadelphia (found·ed in 1808 and 
patterned after a British Bible society), Connecticut, 
Massachusetts, Maine, New York, and smaller Bible 
societies.27 The American Tract Society, founded in
Boston in 1823, became truly national when it (llerged with 
a New York society of the same name. Seeking to 
underwrite the cost of ministerial education for the 
expanding nation, the American ·Education Society (1824) 
supplanted the Boston based American Society For Educating 
Pious Youth (1814). The American Society For The 
Promotion of Temperance (1826) served a favorite 
evangelical cause throughout the nation.28 In 1826 the
American Home Missionary Society linked the domestic 
m i s s i o n a r y  t h r u s t  o f  t h e  Pr esby t e r i a n s  a n d  
Congregationalists . 
The Presbyterian-Congregatjonalist Plan of Union of 
i 
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1801 had ambitiously allied home missionary efforts of the 
two denominations. Both groups acknowledged doctrinal 
similarities and a common heritage and both recognized 
that their respective missionary ventures in the west 
suffered from either duplicated effort or neglect.29 
Since Congregationalists were concentrated in New England 
and Presbyterians in the Middle-Atlantic region, neither 
denomination possessed · the truly national base or 
distribution of their chief competitors in the west, the 
Baptists and Methodists. The Calvinist denominations had, 
however, displayed a spirit of fellowship and good 
feeling. In 1799 the Presbyterian General Assembly, the 
Reformed Dutch, the Associate Reformed Church and 
Congregational association in New England had exchanged 
delegates. The delegates who approved the Plan of Union 
at the 1801 Presbyterian General Assembly and the General 
Association of Connecticut (Congregationalist) envisioned 
the founding of Presbyterian, Congregationalist, and mixed 
Congregationalist-Presbyterian congregations on the 
frontier.30 
Under the Plan of Union, missionaries were urged to 
encourage good relations between the Congregational and 
Presbyterian settlers in the west. Since a church might 
have either a Congregational or Presbyterian minister, 
disputes between members and ministers could come before 
e i t h e r t h e m i n i s t e r I s d e n o m i n ·a t i o n a 1 a u t h o r i t i e s , o r 
·-
.I 
It 
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before a .joint Presbyterian-Congregationalist council. A 
committee of Presbyterian and Congregationalist members 
governed the internal affairs of "Presbygational" 
churches. Presbyterian members could appeal committee 
decisions to their presbytery and Congregationalists to a 
meeting of the male members of the church. 
The Plan of Union did not immediately in�pire the 
formation of an interdenominational home missionary 
society. As noted above, the Congregational state 
missionary societies grew rapidly during the first two 
decades of the nineteenth century. The Presbyterian 
General Assembly also sponsored missionaries. In 1802 a 
Standing Committee on Missions was established, books and 
tracts were distributed in the west, and Presbyterian 
pastors or licentiates were sent out on preaching tours of 
one to six months. By 1816 a Board of Missions, with a 
full-time staff, superseded the Standing Committee on 
Missions. But the efforts of the Presbyterian General 
Assembly were not equal to the needs of the expanding 
wester n  pop ul ation. After twen ty -six ye ars of 
Presbyterian home missionary endeavors, the Secretary of 
the General Assembly Board of Missions, Rev. E.S. Ely, 
told the Executive Committee of the recently formed 
American Home Missionary Society that: 
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.•• at this moment there are 636 vacant 
churches connected wi th but 90 Presbyteries; 
which have no ministrations of the gospel but 
from itinerant preachers; and 502 more of our 
churches have only 226 pastors or stated 
supplies among them; so that 276 of the 
churches said to be supplied might with 
propriety be addfd to those which are 
denominated vacant. 3 
In addition to laying bare the shortcomings of the 
Presbyterian missionary effort, Ely proposed that the 
American Home Missionary Society and the Presbyterian 
denomination co-ordinate their efforts more closely: 
To prevent all interference in appointments, 
and to let you know the affairs of your 
brethren, we shall communicate to you, from 
time to time, our proceedings; and beg leave to 
assure you, that we shall not intentionally 
authorize any encroachment u~~n ground pre-
occupied by yourselves •• .• 
In response to Ely's letter, American Home Missionary 
Society Corresponding Secretary Absalom Peters reiterated 
the Society's commitments to "promote the interests of the 
Redeemer's kingdom in this country"; to seek "the co-
operation of other denominations, who agree with us in 
essential doctrines"; to serve as "an office of general 
intelligence on the subject of Home Missions"; and to 
bring "the cry of the needy to the door of the American 
churches and open a channel, through which the charities 
of the older states may be conveyed to the new and 
comparatively destitute communities · of the West and 
South."33 Peters was wi 11 ing to extend denominational co-
operation to the point of consolidating American Home 
- ..
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Missionary Society and Presbyterian home missionary 
efforts.34 Although Pete rs and Ely worked out and
published a plan of un ion in 1828-29, the Presbyterian 
Board of Missions rejected the plan and the American Home 
M iss ion ary Soc iety re ma i n ed fa ith f ul 
interdenominational origins.35  
t O i t S 
T h e  U n ited Dom estic M iss ionary Soc i e ty had 
immediately preceded the Ameiican Home Missionary Society. 
Founded in New York City, the United Domestic Missionary 
Society absorbed s e veral s mall eastern miss ionary 
societies. The founders of the United Domestic Missionary 
Society reasoned that such small societies as the Young 
Men's Missionary Society of New York (founded in 1815) and 
the New York Evangelical Society (founded in 1816) 
possessed n e ither the n u merical strength n or the 
administrative efficiency to establish churches and settle 
clergy in the west.36 (By 1822 the two societies employed
a total of only n ineteen clergy; their appeals for funds 
a 1 s o o v e r 1. a p p e d • ) R e c e i v i n g t h e s u p p o r t o f t h e 
Presbyterians, Dutch Reformed, and Associate Reformed 
denominations and creating auxiliaries out of the smaller 
societies, the U n ited Domestic Missionary Society 
sponsored 127 missionaries by 1826--with one hundred 
concentrated in central and western New York and the 
balance distributed along the Atlantic coast, in lower 
Canada, and in Illinois, Indiana, and Missouri.37
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The call for the formation of the American Home 
Missionary Society came from a group of Congregationalist-
dominated Andover Theological Seminary students in 1825. 
In January an Andover student named Nathaniel Bouton 
conceived of a "national domestic missionary society"; in 
April, his classmate, John Maltby, urged a society of 
inquiry to recommend a missionary society: 
w h i ch sh a 1 1 b.r i n g the most remote parts of our 
nation into cordial cooperation, awaken mutual 
interest in the same grand and harmonious design, 
produce a new feeling of brotherhood, and thus 
bind us all together by new cord of union ••• 
[ a s o c i e t y. i n w h i c h ] • • • p h i 1 a n t h r o p y , 
patriotism, and Christian sympathy throughout our 
country [will flow] into one vast reservoir . • 
fertilizing every barren spot and causing our 
whole ~ountry to flourish like the garden of the 
Lord. 38 
While attending the September 1825 ordination of four 
Andover graduates and prospective missionaries, a group of 
·N e w E n g 1 a n d c 1 e r g y f o r m e d a c o m m i t t e e a n d · p 1 a n n e d a 
January 1826 meeting to consider the establishment of a 
national home missionary society.39 In January the 
committee agreed to organize a society that would embrace 
all interested denominations and would co-exist with 
contemporary missionary efforts. At the request of the 
committee, the United Domestic Missionary Society called 
for a constitutional convention in New York City in May. 
On May 10, 1826, one hundred twenty-six delegates from 
thirteen states and from the Presbyterian, Congregational, 
Dutch Reformed, and Associate Reformed denominations 
agreed that: 
The great object of this Society shall be to 
assist congregations that are unable to support 
the Gospel Ministry, and to send the Golsel to 
the destitute, within the United States. 
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The· United Domestic Missionary Society resolved to merge 
with the new American Home Missionary Society; United 
Domestic Missionary Society president Stephen Van 
Rensselaer and the executive committee retained their 
positions in the American ~ome Missionary Society. 
Although the American Home Missionary Society did not 
accede to denominational controls, the Executive Committee 
co-operated with local presbyteries or _Cong.regati~na ·l 
associations. All prospective missionaries and requests 
for aid had to carry the recommendation of the presbytery 
or Congregational association that governed the 
anticipated mission field.41 In 1826 the American Home 
Missionary Society estimated that a western missionary 
could live on an annual salary of four hundred dollars. 
The society generally granted one hundred dollars to needy 
missionaries and insisted that the assisted congregation 
provide the balance of the salary.42 Local churches 
submitted annual applications for aid~ missionaries were 
paid quarterly upon submission of a written report. 
In general, the American Home Missionary Society 
preferred to support settled ministers, but because of the 
shortage of western clergy, many ministers were compelled 
t o p a s t o r t w o o r m o r e c h u r c h e s. s i m u 1 t a n e o u s 1 y . U n 1 i k e 
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Methodist · or Baptist clergy, American Home Miss i onary 
Society ministers were expected to refrain from farming, 
business, or trade. Occasionally, the American Home 
Missionary Society dispatched missionaries who had no 
certain prospect of a settled ministry. All American Home 
Missionary Society missionaries in the west were 
·supervised by their denomination and by an American Home 
Missionary Society state or district agent. As 
missionaries at large, agents visited and organized 
churches, kept track of "destitute" congregations (those 
without a pastor), advised missionaries, reported 
regularly to the society headquarters in New York City, 
and raised money. 43 
In addition to supplying the public worship needs of 
frontier congregations, American Home Missio nary Society 
missionaries were encouraged to distribute Bib l es and 
tracts, to organize Sabbath schools and Bible c lasses, and 
to promote the "sanctification of the Sabbath," interest 
in foreign missions, and the cause of temperance. 44 
Missionaries fervently sought and eagerly reported 
"revivals of religion." American Home Missionary Soci ety 
members were urged to co-operate with their counterparts 
in the American Sunday School Union, the American Bible 
Society, the American Tract Society, and national, state, 
and local temperance soc i eties .45 
In the first three years of its existence the 
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American Home Missionary Society · showed considerable 
success. In 1829 the Executive Committee reported that 
expenditures, number of missionaries, and assisted 
congreg?tions had virtually doubled. 46 Because the 
American Home Missionary Society stood in constant need of 
public support, Society officials valued publicity. From 
1826 to 1828 a religious newspaper, The New York Observer, 
provided space for American Home Missionary Society 
reports.47 In 1828, however, the American Home Missionary 
Society began to publish its own monthly magazine. The 
Home Missionary and Pastor's Journal contained news from 
Society headquarters, edited reports of missionaries, 
appeals for funds, triumphant stories of conversion 
experiences, and harrowing accounts of the "wages of sin ." 
A s a v o 1 u n t a r y a s s o c i a _t i o n t h a t c u t a c r o s s 
denominational boundaries and depended annually upon the 
financial support and spiritual solidarity of its 
sympathizers, the American Home Missionary Society sought 
to create what historian Sandra Sizer has called "a 
community of feeling" 
in which individuals underwent similar 
experiences (centering on conversion) and would 
thenceforth unite with others in 4watters of moral decision and social behavior. 
Religious liberty, denominational ism, · and the voluntary 
principle gave impetus to a revivalism that was predicated 
upon persuasive rhetoric and the common experience of 
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conversion. By admitting a measure of free will into the 
Calvinist scheme, the "New Divinity" and the New Haven 
theology sanctioned the efficacy of pastoral persuasion. 
Evangelism and patriotism mingled in the rhetoric of 
the American Home Missionary correspondents. Retaining 
the Puritan "conception of a people standing in direct 
daily relation to God upon covenantal terms," missionary 
William Kirby extolled his own role in American history: 
The pilgrim fathers were driven from their native 
shores by the cruel hand of persecution; but 
Christians at this day, stimulated by a sense of 
duty and a regard for Christ's kingdom, 
cheerfully leave the favoured scenes of older 
s t a t e s t o e x e r _t t h e i r i n f 1 u e n c e i n f o r !!!_i__r,__g_ t h e
ch a r a c t _e. r of the i n fan t po r TT on s ~ our 
co iriTry:-4°'-
F or supporters of the American Home Missionary Society, 
the western states represented a providential opportunity 
to seek conveits and to exercise a controlling interest in 
"infant" social institutions. 
In the conjunction of evangelism and patriotism, the 
"Redeemer's Kingdom" and the "value of immortal souls" 
preceded the patriotic desire "to see the virtue, peace, 
union, and happiness of the country established. 1150 
The conventional religious language that pervades 
American Home Missionary Society correspondence and 
publications not only reveals ·the motives of the Society, 
but also elevates the efforts of its officials. 
Loneliness, fear, death, and penury were all rhetorically 
glorified. To William Kirby, an eight member church in 
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Blackstone's Grove, Illinois represented a "little branch 
of Zion.11 51 Biblical images of discipleship helped Theron 
Baldwin overcome his anxieties about accepting an 
appointment in 1830 as agent in Illinois.52 Reports of 
the death in a steamboat explosion of Recording Secretary 
Stephen Lockwood were couched in Biblical symbolism: 
• he has ceased under heaven. A voice out
of the fire ci�manded him to rest from hislabours •• �. 
T o  the editor of the��! Missionary, the seeking of 
converts and "promoting the spirit of entire and permanent 
consecration to God" superseded the "immediate collection 
of money. 11 54 In 1839, as the repercussions of the Panic 
of 1837 threatened to undo the American Home Missionary 
Society, Chicago based missionary Flavel Bascom sought 
solace in the "God of Zion" who 
••• has carried the Society through trials 
and perils and has even made its very trials a 
:::��,i:ssi:?s 
increased prosperity and enlarged
The missionaries and their supporters seemed to draw 
sustenance from a rhetoric that expressed the hopes and 
fears of people who believed that they stood in daily 
relation to God and enjoyed providential favor. In a 
study of how the American Home Missionary Society 
perceived frontier society in Illinois and Indiana, 
planted churches, and attempted to shape "infant" social 
institutions, it is important to recognize from the outset 
, ► 
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that the rhet9ric of Society correspondents unfolds their 
vision for American culture. But it is equally important 
to probe the underlying tensions that grew within the 
organization and to examine the conflicts that existed 
between the putative molders of society and the often 
intractable inhabitants and between the grand design and 
the actual achievements of the missionaries. The records 
of the Ame rican Home Missionar y Society reveal an 
historically distinctive attempt to translate lofty 
aspirations into action. Thomas Aquinas observed that 
Christians partake simultaneously of time and of eternity; 
operating within a pec uliarly American religious 
tradition, missionary' John Ellis shared that bifocal 
vision when he wrote to American Home Missionary Society 
headquarters in 1826: 
You have espoused the cause of the church in the 
West and there is joy on earth and in heaven Tor
Ttand from what I see and hear--and when I think 
of unborn generations--and when I think of my 
destined country, my heart is full atf I feel 
that that joy is to be eternal ••• 
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CHAPTER TWO 
The earliest American Home Missionary Society 
missionaires to Illinois and Indiana sought not only to 
propagate the gospel according to evangelical doctrine and 
Presbyterian-Congregational polity but al so to shape the 
character and institutions of a frontier society that they 
perceived to be simultaneously hostile and promising. The 
tension between their expectations and their experiences 
in Illinois and Indiana forged their distinctive 
perception of frontier society. The physical obstacles to 
their mission were starkly apparent . Travel to and within 
the new states was almost unbearably primitive. The 
threat of sudden death and disease lurked in roads and 
waterways, in prairies and villages. Nevertheless, the 
fertility of the land augured well for future material 
prosperity. But if physical obstacles were superseded by 
mere material prosperity--without the salutary presence of 
the American Home Missionary Society in every community--
the mission of the Society would flounder and the physical 
wilderness would give way to a spiritual wilderness. 
Thus, the high expectations of the missionaries collided 
with the dreadful prospect of an entrenched spiritual 
waste land, inhabited by members of rival religious 
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denominations or by the blatantly .irreligious. To the 
first wave of American Home Missionary Society 
missionaries in Illinois and Indiana, confidence in the 
impending conquest of a physical wilderness was clouded by 
anxiety over the religious and cultural condition of their 
territory. But before they could multiply and attend to 
the spiritual life of the settlers in Illinois and Indiana 
the missionaries had to help subdue a daunting physical 
wilderness. 
Caught between his lofty aspirations and physical 
hardship, the Rev. John Ellis's "eternal" joy wa~ tempered 
by the rigors of frontier travel. En route to Illinois in 
October 1825 Ellis hoped that his work would promote 
mutual interest and support betweeen the Sunday School 
children of the east and the offspring of the pioneer 
families of Illinois. He was optimistic that a common 
sympathy could be "planted deep in the heart of the rising 
generations. 11 1 But the journey between New England and 
New York and Illinois and Indiana was arduous and 
portended the physical rigors of frontier missionary life. 
Ellis's first letter to American Home Missionary 
Society headquarters was penned by a shaking hand on a 
steamboat; he admitted that he was battling the "constant 
jars of the boat" and "fatigue". 2 In his second letter 
Ellis reported that his trip had been delayed by low 
waters on the Ohio River. His first letter had been 
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postmarked in Schenectady, New York, on October 21, 1825; 
he arrived in St. Louis on December 7.3 
The itinerary of Eldridge Howe, a young graduate of 
Brown and Andover Seminary, combined water with overland 
travel. Howe set out for the Indiana-Illinois border on 
the twen ·ty-seventh of September, 1825. He followed the 
recently opened Erie Canal. But because of low waters on 
the Ohio River, he was forced to travel by land through 
Ohio to Louisville. Although he lacked credit, friendly 
clergy near Louisville helped Howe to secure a horse and 
wagon for his trip through Indiana. Unfortunately, .Howe's 
horse proved unequal to the strain and the missionary was 
forced to change horses in Indiana. He did not arrive 
until December 6.4 
Throughout the first decade of American Home 
Missionary Society activity, the trip west remained 
tortuous. In spite of the advantages of an established 
correspondence with Ellis and favorable health and 
weather, the Rev. John G. Bergen of New Jersey took forty 
days to reach Rock Spring, Illinois. 5 Writing from 
southwestern Illinois in 1829, Ellis advised missionaries 
to bring their shoes, bedding, and clothes and to send 
other possessions by way of St. Louis.6 Water routes 
proved, however, to be only slight improvements over the 
land route. The Rev. J.H. Prentiss, who left Syracuse, 
New York, on the fifteenth of May 1835 and traveled 
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exclusively by the Erie Canal and the Great Lakes, 
encountered a violent three-day storm on Lake Michigan, 
which prevented his landing at Chicago until June 21.7 
Setting out from Connecticut in the autumn of 1835, the 
Rev. Daniel Jones took two weeks to travel from New York 
City to Buffalo and ten days to sail from Buffalo to 
Toledo. Jones discovered that the ten day river trip 
between Toledo and his mission post in Fort Wayne was : 
attended with more vexation and expense. 
than ••. in traveling a thousand miles in 
another direction ••.. when the river is 
low, the only conveyance to be obtained is a 
perogue, which is a boat hewn out of a single 
log, and pushed along with poles.8 
Curiously, the missionaries' accounts of their 
journeys west generally omit reference to a providential 
God and fail to invoke the characteristic evangelical 
rhetoric. Writing to the Society ' s headquarters or eying 
publication in the Home_Missionar1_, the pioneer 
missionaries neither embellished nor glorified their 
westward journeys. Although some may have cast themselves 
as latter-day Pilgrims, there was 1 ittle evidence that 
they reprised Bradford's thanksgiving in Illinois and 
Indiana. 9 
For such ambitious missionaries as John Ellis, the 
rigors of the trip west were subsumed by contemplation of 
their . prospective missionary work. Throughout his 
fatiguing voyage, Ellis designed a pragmatic scheme for 
.t 
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the exchange of books, tracts, and Bibles between the 
Sunday School children of the east and his prospective 
pupils in Illinois . 10 But fatigue did not· seem to
stimulate the imaginations of Howe, Bergen, Prentiss, or 
Jones. Undoubtedly the missionaries were aware from the 
outset that the new routes west were incomplete, rough 
hewn, and in little need of dramatization. Perhaps to the 
highly motivated and single-minded early missionaries the 
journey west, whether stimulating or enervating, was 
regarded as merely an arduous prologue to significant 
1 abor. 
Travel within the western states was �qually daunting 
in the 1820's and 1830's. Villages were spaced thirty to 
forty miles apart; because few roads or bridges existed, 
missionaries, judges, lawyers and businessmen were forced 
to ford steams and camp out in al 1 seasons.11 Because of
these austere circumstances, missionaries could become 
easily isolated. Rev. Solomon Hardy of Greenville, 
Illinois, failed to contact the New York City office for 
nine months in 1830, because he was unsure that his 
commission was still in effect until he saw his name 
listed in the Home Missionary.12 But for Illinois agents
Theron Baldwin and Albert Hale the isolation of the 
frontier could serve as a backdrop for accounts of 
dramatic and sympathy-inducing adventure. Reporting on a 
missionary tour in 1833, Baldwin noted that he and Hale 
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had spent two or three hours trying to ford a rain swollen 
creek in Hancock County, Illinois: 
[Hale and his horse] were driven [by the 
current] together towards a large drift of wood 
that hung some distance below. This, brother 
Hale with some difficulty succeeded in mounting 
and even then found the bridle around one arm. 
He extricated himself and the horses, by 
po we r f u 1 s tr u-g g 1 e sf 3 w h e e 1 e d a n d s w am o u t a t t h e place of entrance. 
In the incoming correspondence of the American Home 
Missionary Society providential rescues could follow 
rugged adventure. On the same missionary tour, Baldwin 
and Hale lost their way across a twelve mile unmarked 
prairie and, by nightfall, unexpectedly 11 arrived 
at the house of a gentleman recently arrived from 
Connecticut, whose wife and sister are members of the 
Presbyterian church. 11 14 While Baldwin's and Hale's 
wanderings were justified by the fortuitous presence of 
previously unreached and receptive settlers, reports of 
the physical beauty of the landscape were dangled before 
e a s t e r n e v a ., g e 1 i c a 1 s • B a 1 d w i n p a i n t e d a n i n v i t i n g v e r b a 1 
picture of the DuPage River in northeastern Illinois: 
The prairie rises into gentle swells from 
either ~hore and the traveller approaches very 
near, before he even suspects its existence, 
when, to his surprise and delight, he discovers 
the silvery stream, a number of rods in width, 
flowing peacefully along through the wi~lows, 
grass, and flowers that crown its banks. 
However benign or enticing the landscape, however 
exhilarating the travel adventures of agents and 
missionaries, the wilderness _ presented undeniable 
_ ... 
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obstacles. To Eldridge Howe the barren landscape 
accentuated the formidable magnitude of his task. He found 
no trace of inhabitants "except for a few deserted 
wigwams" on a seventy mile stretch of new road between 
Springfield, Illinois, and New Harmony, Indiana.16 On the
older road between Springfield and New Harmony, he saw 
neither inhabitants nor timber for forty-five miles. On 
the third day of his journey he recalled: 
I could perceive nought but the brown grassy 
plain terminated in every direction by the blue 
sky resting upon it, as upon the waters of the 
ocean • • • • I had today new feelings of the 
desolutene�s and the sublimity of the prospect 
about me.17 
I n  this rugged la n d s cape d e bilitating and 
incapacitating illnesses constantly threatened missionary 
endeavors. Partly because of poor health, Rev. Ellis 
exchanged his original station at Kaskaskia, Illinois, for 
Jacksonville, Illinois. In a letter relating the reasons 
for his move to Jacksonville, Ellis also recounted the 
plight of a minister in St. Charles who had no solid food, 
fuel, protection against winter wind on the prairie, or 
credit at the store.18 The inevitability of contracting
illness under such circumstances was sealed by epidemics • 
From Galena, Illinois, Rev. Aratus Kent observed that the 
seasonal flooding of the Mississippi River led to almost 
universal sickness among the inhabitants of the river 
banks and bottom lands.19 Cholera, "ague", and the
• 
.. 
., 
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"bilious fever" struc k low-lying, mosquito-infested 
regions of Illinois and Indiana regularly.20 
The aborted career of Rev. Eldridge Howe demonstrated 
the devastation of illness . In October 1827, less than 
two years after his arrival, Howe complained that his 
whole family had been ill for two months; he had been 
unable to preach and had been forced to abandon his open 
roofed log cabin and "hire" his board.21 Because of his 
incapacities, the church refused to support him. After a 
desperate winter he returned home to Massachusetts where, 
in September 1828, he rema ined too feeble to work 
regularly.22 
Although Howe survived (and returned to the west in 
1839), epidemics wiped out several missionary families .  
After losing his wife and infant child in July 1830, a 
grieving Rev. C. L.  Watson of Schuyler County, I llinois , 
appropriated Biblical imagery to communicate his grief and 
his renewed determination to continue his missionary work: 
I feel now that I am indeed "a stranger" on 
earth, ·and that mine is "a solitary pilgrimage 
in a weary land" • • •  my thoughts often dwell 
upon that "rest which remains for the people of 
God." By seeing my beloved friends fall into 
the grave, I am admonished that I too am mortal 
and am thereby enabled to preach as " a dying 
man to fellow dying men" and my labours have not 
been in vain for the Lord.23 
That the incentive to continue is_sued from personal
tragedy revealed both the intensity of the missionaries' 
faith and the su.stenance that it afforded them. But to 
- .. 
.., 
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the evangelical temperament, disease and death were also 
regarded as shifting manifestations of divine judgment. 
For those within the evangelical fold, the death of family 
or friends could be interpreted as both a vehicle for "the 
loving-kindness" of God when one found oneself "in the 
furnace of affliction" and as an example of the deathbed 
consolations of the conversion experience.24 In contrast 
to these glorifications of grief, the visitation of 
disease and death upon an unchurched community provided 
the evangelical missionaries with harsh images of divine 
retribution. · On Oct ober 1, 1833 the Rev. Thomas 
Lippincott of Carroltown, Illinois thundered: 
In July 1832, the Lord visited the place with 
great power and glory; drew many rebels to the 
Saviour. In July 1833, He came again in awful 
majesty, but it was to sweep !�e inhabitants of
our guilty town to the grave. 
In spite of the isolation, the hardship .of travel, 
and the persistent threat of disease and death, the long­
term prospects of the land itself evoked widespread 
optimism. Eldridge Howe, surveying central Illinois and 
Indi ana, marvel led, "The soil here produces a lmost 
spontaneously. 1126 From Jacksonville, John Ellis reported 
that "improvable land" with soil one and one-half to three 
feet deep sold for between two and seven dollars an 
acre.27 Rev. Cyrus L. Watson aggressively touted the 
Schuyler County, Illinois, region. After dwelling upon 
the "navigable stream", the "abundant brooks", the rich 
j 
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soil, the "well-proportioned groves and prairies" and the 
"healthy climate", Watson advised the readers of the 
Home Missionary that: 
Lands can be purchased on good terms, but they 
are constantly rising in value. Now is the time 
to make advantageous purchases.28 
For a missionary society that sought to place 
settled, full-time clergy on the frontier, the promise of 
readily improvable land, inhabited by spiritually 
receptive settler~ from the east, augured well . Hoping to 
persuade the American Home Missionary Society to send more 
m i s s i o n a r i e s a n d e n c o u r a g e s e t t 1 e m e n t b y e v a n g. e 1 i c a 1 
C h r i s t i a n s , W i 1 1 i a m P u s_ e y , t h e r u 1 i n g e 1 d e r o f t h e F i r s t 
Presby _terian Church in Morgan County, Illinois, exulted 
over the fertility of the land and the inevitability of 
instant wealth following the completion of a canal between 
the Illinois River and Lake Michigan.29 Another layman 
who hoped to attract Christian laymen and ministers, H.G. 
Taylor of Jacksonville, noted that the population of 
Morgan, Green, and Sangamon counties in Illinois had 
doubled to 25,000 in three and one-half years. Taylor 
asserted that the fertility of the region exceeded that of 
the prosperous Genesee area of New York. 
Missionaries in the field often showed amazement at 
the rapid growth of the population. In 1830 James 
Carnahan described Lafayette, Indiana, as a thriving ( i f 
somewhat far-flung) community w.ith a sixty-three member 
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Presbyterian church: in 1825, the area had been an 
uninhabited wilderness.30 In 1835, Samual Gregg of 
Jefferson County, Indiana, expressed astonishment at the 
daily "swelling" of the population and Lemuel Foster of 
Bloomington, Indiana, estimated that by 1836 the local 
population had increased fourfold in three years. 
Although travel remained dangerous, the population, 
by the mid-183O's, was emigrating on better . roads · and 
canals. In spite of the added strain upon their work, the 
American Home Missionary Society missionaries believed 
that the influx of population was desirable. Indeed, the 
missionaries were caught up in the ambient--and rather 
secular - -excitement over material progress on the frontier 
and national expansion. For Rev. Edward O. Hovey, the 
impending construction of the "Wabash and Erie Canal" 
increased the importance of his post in Fountain County, 
Indiana, and, writing in 1835, Rev. R.W. Gridley also 
expected Ottawa, Illinois, to gain commercial stature 
after the completion of the Illinois River- _Lake Michigan 
cana1.3l On his tour of Illinois in 1833, agent Theron 
Baldwin proposed that the water power along the Fox River 
north of the Illinois River rapids would make an ideal 
site for manufacturing ventures.32 Baldwin also foresaw 
the importance of Chicago ("Especially, when the canal or 
railroad is opened") and added: 
It [construction in Chicago} has increased with 
astonishing rapidity the present season . I was 
told that since the opening of the spring, not 
far from seventy bu i l d i n gs o ~ 3!..U_ sorts had been erected or were under way. 
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Although the rapid social and economic growth of 
Illinois and Indiana both stimulated and confirmed the 
importance of western missionary endeavor , American Home 
Missionary Society correspondents were not altogether 
uncritical of material progress. For Baldwin, the 
"astonishing" de velopment of Chicago was marred by the 
presence of twenty new stores which "trafficed [sic] in 
ardent spirits."34 When Rev. Samuel Lowry toured northern 
Indiana and southern sections of the Michigan Territory in 
1834, he praised the oak forests, the well-stocked lakes 
and ponds, the prospect of a railroad and canal system 
that would bind the area to Chicago and the completed 
section of canal between Logansport and Fort Wayne. For 
Lowry, however, a benign landscape and a transportation 
network served as vehicles for missionary activities. 
Implicitly soliciting future support, he concluded: 
Such a country, so favorably situated, cannot 
fail to exert an important influence on the 
relig\o 5us interest of a great part of the state. 
The persistent notion that the west represented a 
spiritual wilderness haunted the otherwise exultant 
recognition of national growth and pr~sperity. For the 
missionaries, descriptions of a promised land of plenty 
were consciously directed toward the cultivation of what 
Lyman Beecher called "an homog~neous character" in the 
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national population. In a popular tract of the 1820's 
Beecher stated that nothing less than the "integrity of 
the Union" depended upon ministerial "special exertions 
to ••. bind the nation together by firmer bonds. 11 36 In 
Beecher's analysis: 
The consolidation of the State Governments 
[sic] would make a despotism. But the 
prevalence of pious, intelligent, enterprising 
ministers through[out] the nation, at the ratio 
of one for 1,000 would establish schools, and 
academies, and colleges, and habits, and 
institutions of homogeneous influence. These 
would produce a sameness of views, and 
f e e 1 i n g s , a n d i n t e r e s t s , w h i c h w o u 13~ 1 a y t h e foundation of our empire upon a rock. 
When American Home Missionary Society correspondents 
dangled the commercial potential of their developing 
territory before their eastern readers, they were not 
merely extolling the landscape: they were seeking to 
attract an active laity. Letters to the American Home 
Missionary Society from such concerned lay people as H.G. 
Taylor and William Pusey indicated that the evangelically 
disposed settlers of Illinois and Indiana shared an 
interest in attracting and building up a "homogeneous" 
culture. Success for such early missionaries as Rev. John 
Ellis depended upon the ability to tap the support of a 
receptive population. Originally stationed in the 
Mississippi River village of Kaskaski~, Illinois, Ellis 
found that his station was not only less significant than 
he had been led to believe, but also surrounded by a 
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religiously apathetic population and entrenched "French 
Catholicks" [sic].38 Removal to Jacksonville, where 
settlers from New England were planning to establish "a 
seminary of learning" (Illinois College), provided Ellis 
with a larger and more productive forum for his ambitions 
and talents. 
While western missionaries tried to attract settlers 
fr om Ne w En g 1 a n d _a n d Ne w Yo r k t o t e a c h s c h o o 1 s , f o rm a n d 
construct churches, and support a settled ministry, former 
New Englanders and the descendents of New Englanders from 
the "burned over d i strict" in New York State were often 
willing to serve the evangelical cause and to migrate to 
the west. 39 For New Englanders, the already longstanding 
social upheaval that resulted from the inroads of 
manufacturing, the exhaustion of family farms, and the 
relative overpopulation of their region, made westward 
migration in the 1830's an attractive option. 
The first generation of American Home Missionary 
Society missionaries were also easterners and frequently 
shared the New England heritage of their lay supporters of 
the frontier. Beecher's cal 1 for a "homogeneous culture" 
informed the stategy of Theron Baldwin: 
The missionary stations • .• are taken in the 
very infancy of the settlements. Moral and 
religious influence may grow with 4bheir growth and stengthen with their strength. 
In an 1835 letter to Charles Butler of the Young Men's 
Home Missionary Society of New Y.ork City (an auxiliary of 
t 
" 
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the American Home Missioanry Society), Baldwin 
optimistically foresaw a time when "the current of 
benevolence should set the other way, and the West be 
called upon to help the East to the blessings of education 
and the Gospel! 11 41 But the optimistic projection of an
evangelically induced homogeneous national culture was 
somewhat handicapped by the changing role of the clergy in 
American society. 
The clergy in New England in the late eighteenth 
century had become transformed into a "profession" -­
educated in the proliferating eastern seminaries and 
s u b j e c t e d t o r e p e a t e d p _a s t o r a 1 c h a n g e i n t h e c o u r s e o f a 
career.42 The move toward professionalism in the clergy 
had been attended by changes in the perception of where 
the clergy stood in relation to the community. Prior to 
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, New 
England clergy had characteristically enjoyed a lifelong 
tenure in a community church and had been regarded as 
local office holders who were not subject to the vagaries 
of popular opinion. With the movement toward national 
disestablishment (and the loosening of and eventual move 
to disestablishment in Connecticut and Massachusetts), 
clergy were not only forced to become more mobile but also 
were made dependent upon the voluntary principle of church 
membership. 
A s a r e s u 1 t o f t h e s e d e v e 1 o. p m e n t s , P r e s b y t e r i a n a n d 
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45 
delighted, but of which, for several months 
past, I have been totally depr-ived.45 
In spite of the presence of empathetic pioneers from 
the east and the unfolding transformation of the 
wilderness into a network of settlements, Illinois and 
Indiana remained, in the perception of the missionaries of 
the 1830's, a spiritual wilderness. The "educated" laity 
(ev angelicals with training in Presbyterian or 
Congregationalist doctrine) remained widely diffused. On 
his travels through Indiana, Rev.  Ulrie Maynard 
encountered Presbyterians who had been deprived of 
communion for up to thirty years_.46 In both thickly and 
sparsely settled areas missionaries felt overextended. As 
late as 1836, Rev. Nathaniel Clark referred to the 
developed· areas around the OesPlaines and Fox Rivers as a 
"moral wilderness. 11 47 Rev. Edward O. Hovey complained 
that only one part-time missionary represented the 
America·n Home Missionary Society to ten thousand 
inhabitants of Tippecanoe County, Indiana.48 Pleading for
more assistance in 1834, Rev. Robert Stuart of Canton,
Illinois, informed New York City headquarters that the 
·nearest American Home Missionary Society clergy were
eighty miles north, one hundred miles west, and fifty
miles south of his field.49 In the same letter he
observed that Rev. Aratus Kent of Galena, Illinois, was
stationed "so far to the north that he seldom sees his
brethren in the ministry."
46 
Since early settlers were preoccupied with physical 
survival, the presence of an American Home Missiona r y 
Society minister did not necessarily accelerate the 
process of religious education or church construction. 
The passage west had often forced missionaries to jettison 
their books : for prospective farmers and tradespeople the 
transportation of a personal 1 ibrary represented an even 
rarer luxury. In 1831, Eliphalet Kent of Shelby County, 
Illinois, found that only half of the families in his 
missionary field had brought a copy of the Bible to the 
west.SO Rev. John .Ellis discovered an "educated" eastern 
family near Kaskaskia with an il 1 iterate twelve-year-old 
son. 51 
Families that could not find the time to educa t e 
their children could hardly be expected to erect 
churchbuildings. Lack of minimal financ i al support caused 
some American Home Missionary Society clergy to defy 
Society recommendations and seek supplementary "secular " 
employment. Rev. Aratus Kent supported himself by opening 
a day school for the children of lead miners in Gal ena. 
Compelled by illness and the lukewarm reception of his 
ministry, Eldridge Howe taught school, preached, and tried 
subs i stence farming. 52 
More fortunate missionaries found that their ch urch 
members were "able and willing to support" a minister, but 
"unable to support" a minister ·"and erect a church house 
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at the same time. 1153 In Vincennes, Indiana, Rev. Samuel 
R. Alexander's congregation met in the courthouse. Noting 
similar makeshift arrangements in Crawfordsville, Indiana, 
Rev. James Thomson complained that 11 we 1 ose more 
[potential members] for the want of suitable houses of 
public worship than, perhaps, from any other source. 1154 
Beyond serving as a base of operations, church 
buildings represented the presence of a moral influence 
among the "infant" social institutions of a western 
community. To the American Home Missionary Society 
correspondents, the absence of a public house of worship 
symbolized the ascendency of secular obsessions among the 
settlers. From his "destitute" station the Rev. John F. 
Brooks commented: 
With some [settlers], if their present temporal 
wants are supplied, they have not anxiety · about 
the future, either in this world or the next. 
With others, the supreme good in prospect is to 
b e c o m e r i c h . W h a t h u m a n m e a n s 5~a n b r e a k t h i s apathy is yet difficult . to tell. 
Theron Baldwin observed that many people who had come west 
with the hope of being "useful" to the church failed to 
carry out their intentions.56 When _religious apathy 
preva i 1 ed, courthouses, homes, 1 og shelters, and groves 
sufficed for public worship. 
To a Society bent on spreading evangelical 
Christianity and implementing Beecher's call for a 
"homogeneous culture", "worldliness" and rival religious 
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beliefs compounded the problem of apathy in the "moral 
wilderness". The Sabbath-breaking operators of canal and 
river boats turned the _pathways of immigration into "grand 
high~ays of corruption" where "even professors of religion 
waxed cold." Projected canals and railroads distracted 
church members from the "advancement of Zion" in the west. 
A n d t h e " u n i v e r s a 1 d e s i r e t o .2.!! .l! n d " c 1 a i m e d t h e 
thoughts and earnings of self-sufficient settlers and kept 
them from turning their attention to the "support of the 
Gospel. 1157 
American Home Missionary Society correspon .dents . 
keenly felt the wrath of the irreligious and non-
evangelical settlers. Gun shots and circus parades 
disrupted services. For a Society pledged to support the 
cause of temperance, an "influx of foreigners" who neither 
abstained from the use of alcoholic beverages nor 
refrained from the pursuit of non-religious recreation on 
the Sabbath, represented a formidable challenge. 58 
The presence on the frontier of rival interpretations 
of Christianity also evoked the lamentations of the 
Presbyterian and Congregational ministers of the American 
Home Missionary Society. Writing in the decade of Maria 
Monk's lurid tales and the convent burning in Charlestown, 
Massachusetts, American Home Missionary Society 
correspondents tended to see the Catholic influence in 
Indiana and along the Mississippi _ River as the vanguard of 
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a "papist plot" to establish a worldwide "dominion of 
anti-Christ." 59 In the absence of common schools, 
evangelical correspondents also feared the educational 
attractiveness of convent schools. While Catholic German 
immigrants were classified as "aliens," Lutheran Germans 
were regarded as a "promising class of people" for 
American Home Missionary Society endeavors.60 
American Home Missionary Society missionaries also 
feared and competed against Universalists in Illinois and 
Indiana. Rev. Samuel Gregg claimed that Ripley County, 
Indiana, was equally divided between Universalists and 
"the professors of al 1 the evangelical denominations 
together."6l The central Universalist doctrine that "it 
is the purpose of God, through the grace revealed in our 
Lord Jesus Christ, to save every member of the human race 
from sin" ran counter to Calvinist orthodoxy.62 Moreover, 
the Universalists' stress on the goodness of people and 
benevolence of God undermined the revivalists' calls for 
the repentance of guilty sinners. That the Universalists 
of the 1830's were conscientious and independent students 
of the Bible who incorporated evangelical practices, 
supported over five hundred ministers and appealed to the 
"common person" on the frontier magnified their prominence 
and their perceived threat to the American Home Missionary 
Society. 
Although Baptists and Methodists also opposed 
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"worldliness" and non- evange lical Christianity, the 
evangelicals did not form a united front. Baptists and 
Methodists allegedly spread the "common slander" that the 
interdenominational benevolent associations hid the self-
serving financial speculations of wealthy easterners. 63 
At a Baptist meeting in Crawfordsville, Indiana in 1832 
nine churches voted to "discipline" members who 
participated in temperance, missionary, Bible and tract 
societies. 64 U n 1 i k e t h e P r e s b y t e r i a n s a n ct 
Congregationalists of the American Home Misssionary 
Society, Baptist and Methodist clergy often lacked formal 
education, farmed or engaged in business, and pursued (by 
choice) an itinerant ministry. In the percepti on of many 
Baptists and Methodists on the frontier, the American Home 
Missionary Society ministers were effete easterners who 
wrangled over obscure doctrine and eschewed the tedious 
manual labor of their fellow pioneers . 
Baptist and Methodist preachers appealed to settlers 
who believed that a minister was set apart, not by formal 
study, but by a "natural gift" for preaching and a 
"ca lling" from the Lorct.65 At rural camp meetings Baptist 
and Methodist preachers employed the homely language of 
their peers to critique Calvin's theology. One jaundiced 
American Home Missionary Society correspondent preserved 
the sermon of an Indiana Methodist: 
let John Calvin burn, torture, and roast, but he 
[God] never foreordained babies, as Calvin says, 
• 
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to damnation! ••• Hallelujah! 'tis a free 
s a 1 v a t i o n ! G 1 o r.y ! G 1 o r y ! a fr e e s a 1 v a t i o n . 
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iti a free, a free salvation! --
The Presbyterian and Congregational clergy of the 
American Home Missionary Society launched a spirited and 
articulate counterattack. Rev. Albert Hale of Bond 
County, Illinois, advised readers of the Home Missionary 
that the character of local Baptist critics was subject to 
reproach. In New Harmony, Indiana, Eldridge Howe savored 
the shortcomings of the Methodist rival who proved to be 
"a profane swearer, a liar, and a thief. 11 67 But at times 
internecine evangelical warfare erupted within a American 
Home Missionary Society sponsored church. Rev. Solomon 
Hardy found that some members of his small Shoal Creek 
congregation cultivated the Cane Ridge exercises of 
religious enthusiasm ("dancing", "jerking", "falling"), 
while others were "great sticklers for the doctrine, 
discipline, and order of the Presbyterian church. 11 68 
Obviously unable to please his diverse congregation, Hardy 
resigned and ·explained to American Home Missionary Society 
headquarters: 
Some thought I was too much of a Methodist 
inviting all sinners to repent and insisting 
that all Ch ristian s sh ould be careful to 
maintain good works. Others thought I was too 
much of a Presb yterian in doctrine an d 
practice, and that I had not sufficient lungs 
to c a r r y t h e g o s p e 1 w i t h s a v i n g e f f i c a c y t o t h e 
hearts of sinners.69 
In the perception of American Home Missionary Society 
•
r 
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correspondents tensions within evangelicalism radiated out 
to the larger community. Within the balkanized 
evangelical empire_ Baptists and Methodists contended with 
Presbyterians and Congregationalists. The missionaries of 
the American Home Missionary Society denigrated non­
evangelical Christians and competed with Roman Catholics 
and Universalists. Evangelical commitments to such 
behavioral manifestations of piety as temperance and 
Sabbatarianism stimulated much breast beating over the 
i n f lux of r e l i g ious ly a pathe tic,  u n abashed ly 
m a t e r i a l i s t i c , o r d e t e rm i n e d l y i r r e l i g i o u _s s e t t l er s • By 
separating the sheep from the goats in frontier society, 
American Home Missionary Society representatives clarified 
their task. To spread the gospel (according to the 
revivalists of the Second Great Awakeni ng) and a 
-homogeneous national culture, American Home ·Missionary
Society representatives in the west needed to address
first the tangible problems that were presented by the
physical wilderness and the undesirable seeds of cultural
pluralism.
These obstacles not only influenced the operational 
efforts of the American Home Missionray Society, but also 
helped to sustain the missionaries. The dramatization of a 
chronic social and religious crisis in the west justified 
and impe l led the efforts of the missionaries. The 
evangelically perceived crisis in society parallelled the 
I 
I J 
I 
.. 
crisis in the individual conversion experience. 
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The 
poignancy and excitation of the "anxious" moment, when the 
sinner wavered between salvation and perdition, was 
projected onto the physical and moral wilderness of 
frontier society. 
But the tension that compelled the grafting of 
churches and moral reform societies onto a blossoming 
nation was also somewhat artificially sustained. As the 
transportation network improved and settlers snatched up 
land and tossed up buildings, the missionaries found that 
· their anxieties were confirmed. As the land fulfill�d its
promise, the American Home Missionary Society's diagnosis
of social ills and religious malaise became a self­
fulfilling prophecy that demanded redoubled efforts.
In the wake of the Revoluntionary era and the Second 
Great Awakening the dramatization of c risis on the 
frontier became a vital means of religious persuasion. As 
a voluntary society, the American Home Missionary Society 
needed to tap public support by el icting the sympathies 
and financial support of subscribers. But the officials 
of the A merican Home Missionary Society were not the 
calculating speculators that their Baptist and Methodist 
critics often made them out to be. Rather, like Lyman 
Beecher, they were driven by religious scruples. They 
paradoxically feared the breakdown of est ablished 
ecclesiastical authority and welcomed the opportunity to 
54 
point an infant society toward the coming "Redeemer's 
Kingdom. " I n th i s c o n t ex t , fear f u 1 ob s t a c 1 e s we r e 
transformed into urgent cries for religious revival and 
useful moral reform. Transformation of society from the 
individual out depended upon the missionaries• abilities 
to plant churches and nurture a cluster of voluntarily and 
piously accepted behavioral standards. 
The tension between the expectations and experiences 
of the missionaries not only forged their distinctive 
perspective but also tempered their resolve to re-cast the 
spiritual wilderness in the image of a homogeneous, 
national, evalgelical Protestant culture striding boldly 
toward the millennium. The lofty expectations of the 
earliest missionaries to Illinois and Indiana mingled with 
harsh experiences to stoke up a creative tension. How 
that creative tension was released in the forms of 
revivals, church-building, educational institutions, and 
voluntary associations, as the American Home Missionary 
Society attempted to impose its will on the physical and 
moral wilderness, becomes our next subject. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
Religiously transformed individuals formed the core 
of American Home Missionary Society-sponsored churches and 
the foundation of the projected "homogeneous" culture on 
the frontier. Historian Leonard Sweet has pointed out 
that the "new measures" revivalism of Charles Finney in 
the 1820's and 1830's both engendered "benevolent 
phalanxes" and subordinated social reform to the salvation 
of the individual. According to Sweet, Finney's · 
millennial strategy called for the building of 
the kingdom from the bottom up--brick by brick, 
soul by soul. • .• While an army of Finney's 
converts went out from his revivals to form 
benevolent phalanxes which waged war against the 
sins of man, Finney persiste1 in fighting his 
battle against the man of sin. 
Although American Home Missionary Society officials 
and correspondents insisted that individual salvation was 
a necessary prerequisite to social reform, they 
simultaneously battled "against the man of sin" and "waged 
war against the sins of man." Theron Baldwin advised 
C h a r 1 e,s B u t 1 e r o f t h e Am e r i c a n Ho m e M i s s i o n a r y S o c i e t y 
auxiliary Young Men's Missionary Society of New York that 
"there is perpetually going on in the Christian world, 
what perhaps might be called religious radiation • 112 
In Baldwin's analysis, missionary soc i eties d i spatched 
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missionaries and agents not only to preach the gospel, but 
also to found institutions "of popular .and Christian 
education."3 In a "land filled with Christian teachers as
well as preachers", "religious radiation" could be at once 
pervasive and unobtrusive. An infant society could be 
nurtured from the outset by evangelical Christian 
institutions. Ideally, evangelical values could become so 
deeply rooted in the consciousness of the "rising west", 
that future generations would assimilate and carry the 
message of the impending "Redeemer's kingdom" around the 
world. 
In the more immediate struggle to evangelize the 
western frontier the �merican Home Missionary Society 
pledged in 1830 to undertake the formation of "a thousand 
Sabbath schools in the Valley of the Mississippi within 
two years."4 Writing from Salem, Indiana, in 1831, Rev.
B.C. Cressy argued that:
Sabbath schools and bible [sic] classes must go 
hand in hand • • •  the people will be profited 
by preaching in the same degree as these two 
institutions prevail. In those sections of the 
country where general information prevails only 
to  a limited extent, it is of unspeakable 
importance that these methods
5
of instruction be 
prosecuted with untiring zeal. 
For Cressy and other American Home Missionary Society 
missionaries, the Sunday schools conveniently offered both 
a religious and a secular elementary education to young 
and old. Educational institutions not only enhanced the· 
efficacy of preaching but al so. served as instruments of 
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"useful" voluntary individual reform. 
Although the salvation of the individual was always 
of paramount importance to the American Home Missionary 
Society missionaries, the educational and benevolent 
associations that were affiliated with the church 
represented the fruits of aggregate individual piety and 
helped satisfy the implicit revivalistic "demand that the 
common man become worthy and dignified." 6 As Leonard 
Sweet has observed, during the Jacksonian period the 
ongoing and troubling issue of social control in a 
democracy rested upon "a defense of the ability of the 
common man to rise, "rather than upon a simple "defense of 
the rising common man . "7 As a result, egalitarian 
rhetoric co-existed with the "reality of a stratified 
society." The revivalistic emphasis upon pervasive 
individual perdition, coupled with the call for repentance 
and the promise of readily available salvation, fit neatly 
into the larger social vision of the common person's 
capacity to rise. 
The American Home Missionary Society message of 
salvation and social reform addressed the need for 
individual self-government in a developing nation that was 
breaking loose from the implicit consensus of traditional 
colonial and republican community government. At the same 
time, the American Home Missionary Society message was 
ea g er 1 y d ire c t e d to ward pot en t i_ a 1 com m u n it y 1 ea d er s • On 
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January 12, 1830, Rev. B.C. Cressy of Salem, Indiana, 
informed American Home Missionary Society officials that 
revivals in September 1829 had resulted in the addition of 
thirty-seven new members of the Presbyterian church. He 
added: 
Of the number above stated, we are happy to say 
that some of them are among the first in 
S O C i e t y_ , i n p O i n t j f i n f O r m-afT O n-: 
r esp e eta D il it y , and i n C Om e. 
In the "moral wilderness" of Illinois and Indiana, 
the American Home Missionary Society missionaries were 
faced with the need to locate receptive settlers, impress 
committed evangelicals with the imperative of religious 
re-dedication, and attract converts. For the Presbyterian 
American Home Missionary Society clergy, the "sacramental 
occasion" or "protracted meeting" became an acceptable 
means of organizing churches and adding church members. 
In addition to bringing the American Home Missionary 
Society message to the "first in society", the protracted 
meetings often countered general religious apathy in 
frontier communities . Rev. John F. Brooks of Belleville, 
Illinois, observed that the whole community be c ame 
involved in the "big meetings" and that non-Presbyterians 
tended to become more interested in religious matters 
during sacramental occasions. The church of Rev. Ashabel 
Wells of New Albany, Indiana, became self-supporting after 
"1,500 to 2,000" attended a protracted meeting in a nearby 
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grove. 9 
I m po r t e d f r o m· S c o t l a n d , t h e p r o t r a c t e d m e e t i n g 
fol lowed a conventional, semi-1 iturgical pattern. In his 
book, The Christian Traveller (published in 1828), Isaac 
Reed, an observer of and participant in early Presbyterian 
missions in Indiana, provided a detailed description of 
the revivalistic sacramental meeting: 
The meeting begins either Friday or Saturday, 
and closes Monday;--Sabbath is the communion. 
Preaching each day is at the same place, which 
is either a meeting-house or a stand in some 
piece of woods; and often where there is a 
meeting-house, the house is so small, and the 
assembly so large, that they have to go to the 
woods. The congregation consists of the people 
of the congregation where the meeting is held 
and numbers from others round about. One of two 
sermons is preached before communion, called the 
"action sermon". Then the other minister rises 
and introduces the communion service .•. He 
then gives out the institutional hymns; and as 
they are singing that, the ministers go to the 
table; and the other gives thanks and breaks and 
gives out the bread and the cup. The ruling 
elders serve at the table. When all have 
received [communion] another hymn is sung; and 
while singif9, these withdraw and the table 
fills again. 
Although preachers at the protracted meeting 
emphasized the conversion experience, the American Home 
Missionary Society missionaries tended to proceed more 
cautiously than the more whole-heartedly revivalistic 
Methodists and Baptists. In the morphology of conversion 
at American Home Missionary Society protracted meetings, 
"conviction of sin" and "anxiety" concerning the state of 
one's soul was followed by a doctrinal examination by the 
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ministers and elders and, pending the outcome of the 
examination, full admission into the church.1 1 The 
individual's characteristic three steps to conversion were 
usually spread over several sacramental occasions. The 
letters of Presbyterian American Home Missionary Society 
ministers also indicate that some clergy tended to go 
beyond the traditional Presbyterian catechism and demanded 
a public commitment to the social reform causes of 
benevolent associations. Rev. John F. Brooks, for 
example, called upon his prospective church members to 
renew publicly their "solemn covenant vows. 1112 But Rev. 
R • W • G r i d 1 e y r e q u i r e d t h a t h i s n e w m e m b e. r s p 1 e d g e 
themsel~es additionally to total abstinence "from all 
intoxicating drinks" and to "avow their love of the 
Sabbath. 1113 
Those who were on the periphery of the Presbyterian 
church or who showed susceptibility to feelings of 
"conviction" or "anxiety" concerning the state of their 
souls found that the protracted meeting was designed to 
heighten their spiritual crisis. Typically, before the 
multiple meetings and sermons on Saturday and Sunday, 
participants fasted and spent at least one day in public 
prayer meetings. Prior to the Sabbath communion, 
preachers implored the wavering and impenitent to "come 
forward to be prayed for during the meeting or [to stay] 
for conversation [with the ministers and elders] after the 
audience had retired. 11 14 
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During the Sabbath sermon 
American Home Missionary Society Presbyterians made use of 
the "anxious bench" and encouraged church members to urge 
the _convicted sinners to accept God's merciful offer of 
salvation. In the course of guiding the anxious toward 
salvation, preachers did not shrink from exploiting family 
pressures. Rev. B.Y. Messinger reported that at 
Edwardsville, Illinois, i_n May 1832, 120 people "over 
twelve years of age" came forward for prayer and 
"conversation." Apparently the conversation among 
relatives was far from subdued: 
Parents, brothers, and sisters hung upon the 
necks of the i r repenting re 1 at iv es , w h i1 e tears 
o f s o u 11-5t h r i 1 1 i n g j o y f 1 o w e d i n c o p i o u s streams. 
Frequently, the converts were drawn from evangelical 
families. At times, "conversion" seemed to be little more 
than a public display of confession and religious 
enthusiasm by church "members who had been living in a 
cold and formal state. 1116 Rev. James A. Carnahan of 
Lafayette, I n d i a n a , told the readers of the 
Horne Missionary that the new-found ardor of one church 
member had led the young man to embark upon studies for 
the ministry at Wabash College.17 Deeply committed 
parents pressured their children towards conversion. When 
American Home Missionary Society agent in Illinois, Rev. 
Albert Hale (assisted by missionaries Lippincott, Brooks, 
Messenger, Spilman, Watson, and Ewing), conducted a 
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p r o t r a c t_ e d m e e t i n g i n B e t h e 1 , Bo n d C o u n t y , I 1 1 i n o i s , h e 
witnessed an intensely emotional family conflict : 
One young man, who was sitting on the seat which 
we requested should be cleared for i nquirers, a 
son of one of my elders, after waiting to hear 
the invitation and while burthened [sic] with 
deep feelings, arose and left the house. Others 
occupied his seat and •.• his father was 
called upon to pray. He poured out his soul in 
prayer and when he mentioned the case of 
children with pious parents, it was 
overwhelming. He could not utter his feelings 
and it was the pouring forth of groanings which 
coul~ n~~ be uttered. The son stood without, 
weeping. 
American Home Missionary Society missionaries were 
required to keep a record of the number of people 
converted under their ministry, but their records did not 
distinguish between the conversions within church famil i es 
and those of the unchurched in the "whole community." As 
a result, it is difficult to determine whether conversion 
experiences at protracted meeting were primarily rites of 
passage, comparable to confirmation, or whether American 
Home Missionary Society preaching genuinely affected large 
numbers of the religiously apathetic or the non-
evangelicals. Although letters contain scattered reports 
of the conversion of prominent Universalists, the 
missionaries generally emphasized the social prominence of 
cherished converts from "liberal" denominations. In their 
conscious attempt to inculcate evangelical piety in the 
frontier communities, American Home Missionary Society 
miss i onaries enjoined the "heads of households" to 
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implement daily prayers. 19 
Evangelical women were also urged to train their 
children in religious matters and to instil 1 in them the 
habit of daily prayer. 20 Although the American Home 
Missionary Society correspondents of the 1820's and 1830's 
were exclusively male and rarely commented extensively on 
the work of women in American Home Missionary Society 
endeavors, they acknowledged the potential power of women 
within the home. Correspondents occasionally extolled the 
influence of an evangelical wife. Rev. J. R. Wheelock of 
Clinton, Indiana, wrote in the aftermath of a protracted 
meeting: 
Another of the hopeful subjects of this work is 
our principal physician, who has been very 
successful in his practice, although he has been 
heretofore very indifferent as to the interest 
of his soul. His wife is a member of our 
church; and she has agonized in prayer for her 
husband and has found t~ft "praying breath has 
not been spent in vain." 
Although correspondents relegated women to the 
"domestic sphere" and failed to acknowledge fully the 
religious contributions of women on the frontier, the 
protracted meetings tended to upset--at least for a 
"communion season"--the social hierarchy in a frontier 
community. Prominent physicians, lawyers, and 
tradespeople could be transformed into the humbled objects 
of the religious concern of backwoods people and 
subsistence farmers. At times also, the whole community 
was caught up in the revival spirit. 
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Writing from 
Carrollton, Illinois, in 1832, Rev. Thomas Lippincott 
reported that a protracted meeting had led to the 
conversion of sixty local residents: 
During the week, the village seemed 
spontaneously to observe a Sabbath. Few were 
seen employed in secular business--few seemed to 
think of the world ..•. Public and melting 
confession 2ias made: the church became one • • . . 
In the meeting the American Home Missionary Society 
preachers seemed to make significant inroads among the 
skeptical. A collective guilt or "conviction" of sin was 
exorcised in the course of the meeting. Evangelicals who 
were engaged in relatively humble occupations ministered 
to the spiritual needs of their local secular leaders. 
Indeed, Lippincott and local American Home Missionary 
Jenney appeared to translate ably the American Home 
Missionary Society ideals into substantive action in the 
frontier community. Their preaching not only led to the 
conversion of prominent citizens, but also therapeutically 
served as a means of releasing community tensions and 
healing disputes • . Lippincott commented: 
It was affecting in the early part of the 
meeting to see such persons [the "leading and 
influential members of society"] coming forward 
to ask the counsel and prayer of Christians. In 
the progr .ess of the meeting there were 
differences of serious character between 
prominent individuals settled in·the prayer 
meeting and on their knees; the parties becoming 
reconciled to God and to each other at the same 
time. Men who stood high at the bar, merchants, 
mechanics, and others, wh.ose influence . had 
previously been more or less injurious, came 
cheerfully forward and declared publicly their 
sense of sin, their hope in Christ, and their 
determination to serve him.23 
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As a result of Lippincott's and Jenney's preaching, 
thirteen joined the Presbyterian church, approximately 
twelve affiliated with the Baptists, and "several" entered 
the Methodist church. 24 In spite of interdenominational 
rivalries, Presbyterian protracted meetings and Baptist 
and Methodist revivals often proved to be mutually 
beneficial. Presbyterian clergyman John G. Bergen of 
Springfield, Il .linois, observed that a Methodist camp 
meeting had resulted in substantial and nearly equal 
additions to both denominations ; Rev. John F. Brooks of 
Belleville, Illinois, and _ Rev. Nathaniel C. Clarke of 
Dupage County, Illinois, were both able to exploit and 
_extend the genera 1 en th us i as m that had comm en_ c e d du r i n g 
Baptist revivals.25 In 1834, Baptists in Carrollton, 
Illinois, offered their meeting house to participants in 
an American Home Missionary Society protracted meeting. 26 
In remote areas the principal evangelical 
denominations 
pooled members. 
often shared facilities and 
In 1830 Rev. Asa Turner of Quincy, 
Illinois, established a church that gathered together 
s m a 1 1 g r o u p s o ·f B a p t i s t s , P r e s b y t e r i a n s , a n d 
Congregational ists.27 Rev. Edward O. Hovey of Indiana and 
Rev. Aratus Kent of Galena, Illinois, both occasionally 
supplied the pulpits of local Methodist churches.28 Kent, 
,. 
,. 
.. 
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whose mission field in the 1820's and 1830's was 
considered especially remote and geographically rugged, 
was especially well-disposed toward interdenominational 
co-operation. In addition to helping the Methodists, he 
supervised a Baptist schoolmaster and showed warm regard 
for an Episcopalian who intended to run a "Sabbath-keeping 
boat on the Mississippi."29 From the comparative ease of
his post in Jacksonville, Illinois, the energetic Rev. 
John Ellis was also willing to recognize the overriding 
common cause of evangelical groups on the frontier. As a 
founder of the State Home Missionary Society in 1829, he 
wrote that the "_Society table was sweetened by 
communicants from three denominations."30 In 1830 he
argued that Baptist and Methodist representatives at the 
founding of a Presbyterian church in Schuyler County 
demonstrated that "better feelings of harmony among 
different denominations of evangelical Christians are 
gaining ground in this state."31
In 1834, Rev. Lucius Farnum of Put nam County, 
Illinois, rapturously reported the harmony among: 
Congregationalists, Presbyterians, Methodists, 
etc. sitting "together in the heavenly place" • 
• . and declaring their faith in a crucified 
Jesus by partaking of the sacred emblems of his 
crucifixion was a sight upon which angels might 
look with delight; it was a little semblance of 
heaven.32
But Farnum's idealized reflections upon such co-operation 
were somewhat belied by his -desire to distance the 
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American Home Missionary Society Presbyterians and 
Congregationalists from the more extravagent revivalistic 
practices of the popular western denominations. In 1836, 
Farnum was careful to advise readers of the 
Home Missionary that an American Home Missionary Society 
protracted meeting was a dignified occasion: 
The work has been attended with no noise, no 
extravagence, but marked by great solemnity, a 
deep sense of guilt and of obligaton to repent 
now, and c 1 ear v j i w s of · Jesus Ch r i st as the on 1 y 
hope of sinners. 
Farnum also carefully affirmed orthodox nineteenth-century 
Calvinist doctrines: 
The doctrines preached [at the protracted 
meeting] were the entire depravity of the 
sinner; the necessity of the Holy Spirit in 
regeneration; the rectitude of God's claim upon 
the sinner, and his obligation to an immediate 
and unconditional compliance with those claims; 
the justice of God in the sinner's condemnation; 
the nature and extent of the atonement; the 
fulness and freeness of the offers of mercy; and 
the fearf~lly aggravated doom of Gospel 
rejectors.3 
Although the American Home Missionary Society-
sponsored protracted meetings incorporated the revival 
practices of other evangelical denominations and often 
elicited the co-operation of rival evangelical 
denominations, the missionaries were not altogether 
comfortable with the flamboyance and implicit (and 
perhaps, unwitting) Arminianism that attended the revival 
mechanism of conversion. Conditions on the frontier, 
however, mandated 2.E_ hoc co-operation among evangelicals 
75 
and an improvisational borrowing of Methodist and Baptist 
organizational techniques. In a letter from Kaskaskia, 
Illinois, on May 23, 1827, Rev. John Ellis perceived that 
the thinly settled region was best suited to the ministry 
of Methodist circuit-riders and that" •. the people 
expect that the preachers or the office seekers will come 
to them .••• "35 Although he admitted that only settled 
or "location" churches were ultimately tenable within the 
Presbyterian-Congregationalist framework, the practical 
exigencies of the region demanded a generation of 
missionaries who would be willing to spend part of their 
careers as itinerants. 
In spite of the American Home Missionary Society 
desire to continue the United Domestic Missionary Society 
commitment to support settled ministers, a modified form 
of itinerancy was necessary on the frontier. Because 
American Home Missionary Society missionaries were 
discouraged from pursuing income-supplementing secular 
vocations, they had the opportunity to "ride out" on 
weekdays and preach to isolated settlers in surrounding 
communities. Their efforts were often strenuous. Rev. 
Ulrie Maynard, for example, estimated that he had preached 
four or five times a week at six different locations 
within a radius of three to six miles from Liberty, 
Indiana.36 In 1836 Rev. Samuel Newbury spent three-
fourths of his Sundays in Peru, 1ndiana and one-fourth, 
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sixteen miles away in Wabashtown; he also preached each 
Sunday night in "a neighborhood adjacent to Peru," which 
was seven miles from his primary station. 37 
In addition to serving several small churches, 
particularly at the outset of their missionary work, 
American Home Missionary Society clergy often embarked 
upon ambitious door-to-door preaching campaigns. Unable 
to establish a church in Universalist-dominated Ripley _ 
County, Indiana, Samuel Gregg toured Jefferson and Ripley 
Counties and preached publicly wherever he could gather a 
small audience.38 After concluding his Sunday morning 
service, William Kirby travelled twelve miles from his 
congregation in Blackstone's Grove and repeated his sermon 
in a log cabin.39 The peripatetic Ulrie Maynard undertook 
a "systematic course of family visitation." Maynard 
justified his itinerancy to American Home Missionary 
Society headquarters by arguing: 
I am not alone in thinking it one of the most 
effective means of coming at the conscience and 
the heart and of answering the objections and 
excuses offered for neglect of religion. It has 
enabled me to be specific and practical in my 
~ret8hing beyond what I could have been without 
1 t. 
American Home Missionary Society clergy regarded 
circuit-riding and home visitation as preliminary steps to 
the gathering and building of churches. · In 1834, after 
two years in Fountain County, Rev. Edward O. Hov~y 
reported that the eighty-eight member Coal Creek church 
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had "erected a small but comfortable house of worship" at 
the cost of $375.0o. 41 In 1836 Robert Stuart of Canton, 
Illinois, announced that his church had resolved to build 
a meeting-house, "either brick or frame, sixty by forty-
eight [feet], and high enough to admit of a gallery at 
some future period, if it be needed. 1142 In his two years 
at Joliet, Illinois, Rev. J.H. Prentiss saw the town grow 
from thirteen to one hundred thirty buildings: the fifty 
Presbyterians and their sympathizers in a population of 
one thousand had pledged two thousand dollars toward the 
building of a church. 
Although some American Home Missionary Society clergy 
found it relatively easy to induce congregations to erect 
churches, other missionaries lacked the necessities of 
life. While travelling from Ohio to Missouri in 1833, a 
concerned Illinois agent of the American Home Missionary 
Society, Theron Baldwin, outlined a plan of support for 
ministers that was, he believed, within the means of 
"feeble churches. 1143 Baldwin argued that a church should 
provide a parsonage with enough land for a garden and a 
pasture for a horse and a cow. In addition to providing 
the American Home Missionary Society missionary with a 
"comfortable" home, Baldwin suggested that each church 
supply their minister with such necessities as wood, 
flour, bacon, corn, and wheat. According to Baldwin, 
payment in services would virtu~lly support a frontier 
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missionary family. Although it does not appear that 
Baldw·in's plan was fully implemented within the American 
Home Missionary Society, Robert Stuart's congregation in 
Canton, Illinois, seemed to adopt Baldwin's suggestions. 
On January 6, 1836, Stuart wrote: 
Our organization is such as to place it in the 
power of every one to do something, by paying 
into the hands of a committee any article of 
produce. Some paid corn, some wheat, some 
potatoes; one man four dozen brooms. Females 
contribute stockings, etc., subscriptions from 
one to twelve dollars.4 4 
As the principal American Home Missionary Society 
a g e n t s i n I 1 1 i n o i s d u r i n g t h e 1 8 3 0 •. s , Th e r o n B a 1 d w i n a n d 
Albert Hale undertook a hectic schedule of travel, 
correspondence, preaching, and fund-raising. Agents were 
responsible for recommending mission fields, adjudicating 
disputes between missionaries and congregations, and 
meting out American Home Missionary Society financial 
support to · local missionaries. As field representatives 
of a voluntary association, Baldwin and Hale had to 
represent, simultaneously and reciprocally, the interests 
of the churches of Illinois and of the Society officials 
in New York Ci t y. ·Ba 1 d w i n was a pro 1 i f i c corr es pond en t . 
His September 1, 1833, report on a survey of Illinois 
mission fields furnished the American Home Missionary 
Society officials in New York City with an extended, if 
not exhaustive, account of the geographic, social, and 
spiritual problems of frontier life. When Baldwin became 
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ill in 1835, he continued to "plead the cause of the West" 
through a series of public letters to Charles Butler of 
the Young Men's Missionary Society of New York City. Upon 
his return to Illinois in 1836, Baldwin continued to 
travel in the summer and to winter at Illinois College in 
Jacksonville, where he edited the Common School Advocate. 
While Baldwin primarily handled correspondence, 
administrative duties, and fund-raising, Hale virtually 
took on the role of a travelling evangelist and lent his 
apparently noteworthy revival preaching to protracted 
meetings throughout the state. On April 19, 1837 Baldwin 
lummarized their agency: 
My travel during the year ending April 11, 1837 
amounted to 3,600 miles. Sermons and public 
addresses delivered, 86--letters written, more 
than 200-- subscriptions obtained, say from 
$1,800 to $2,000--money raised from two 
individuals to build meeting houses in destitute 
places, $700. Brother Hale has travelled very 
extensively--attended nine Protracted meetings 
and preached 120 sermons.45 
Theron Baldwin's editing of the Common School 
Advocate and close personal association with Illinois 
College illustrated American Home Missionary Society 
concern with education on the frontier. Philosophically 
committed to the creation of a homogeneous national 
culture, the American Home Missionary Society regarded 
teaching and preaching as virtually equal vehicles for 
their work. As a voluntary, interdenominational 
institution, the American Home Missionary Society also 
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found common cause with other major national benevolent 
associations. In the 1829 Annual Report of the American 
Home Missionary Society, Corresponding Secretary Absalom 
Peters noted that the American Sunday School Union 
supplied many of the American Home Missionary Society-
sponsored .Sabbath schools with libraries. The Executive 
Committee of the American Home Missionary Society believed 
that the work of the American Sunday School Union 
complemented the work of their Society. They reasoned 
that in the "nurseries of piety", "pious teachers" and 
"carefully selected juvenile books" both stimulated 
revivals and "happily prepared" pupils "to receive a life-
giving influence from the preaching of the gospel." 46 
American Home Missionary Society missionaries in 
Illinois and Indiana almost invariably set out to organize 
Sunday schools. In many instances, Sunday schools 
preceded the formation of churches. Rev. James Crawford, 
an early missinary in Delphi, Indiana, organized two 
Sunday schools with a total of fifty "scholars" in 1829: 
in 1830 he began a third Sunday school six miles outside 
of Delphi. In Shelby County, Illinois, Rev. Eliphalet 
Kent added four new Sunday schools to a flourishing older 
Sunday school which boasted two hundred students and a 
small library.47 Five years later, in Charlestown, 
Indiana, Eliphalet Kent's Sunday school of immigrants 
necessarily emphasized adult education and reading and 
.J. 
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writing in English.48
Although emphasis on primary education and a mingling 
of old and young students were not unusual in frontier 
Sunday schools, the schools were theoretically directed 
toward the education of children and adolescents.49 
Sunday schools took up collections for American Sunday 
School Union 1 ibraries of "juvenile" religious literature 
and required extensive memorization of the Bible. Classes 
were structured around standardized American Sunday School 
Union questions, which teachers and the American Home 
Missionary Society minister discussed in advance.• I� 
general, the American .Home Missionary Society clergy 
served as Sunday school superintendents. They depended 
upon their wives and other trained laypeople to teach 
classes. As superintendents the missionaries periodically 
examined the young people in public. In 1831, Rev. Aratus 
Kent of Galina, Illinois wrote: 
In my next tour I expect to hear from 40 to 60 
[Sunday school students] repeat the twenty-third 
Psalm .••• Every child who commits the ten. 
commandments becomes a preacher to the whole 
family ••• This exercise brings the children 
to meeting and creates an attachment to that 
kind friend [the missionary] who treats them as 
his friends. Their eagerness to obtain books 
[which the missionary distributes] makes them 
anxious for his next visit ••. the books are 
so beautiful, so entertaining and instructive, 
even to adults, that the missionary should count 
on every book thus given as an auxil;ary worth a
dollar in furtherance of his object. 
In Aratus Kent's perception the Sunday school 
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movement "gave direction to the energies of unbo~n 
millions."51 In the generation of the early American Home 
Missionary Society missionaries in Illinois and Indiana, 
agents from benevolent societies preached and raised funds 
among the evangelical population. American Sunday School 
Union agents spoke in American Home Missionary Society 
supported churches and at Presbyterian synods. At one 
synod in 1830 American Home Missionary Society missionary 
Thomas Lippincott listened to several speeches by agents 
of "benevolent societies, whose errands to the west were 
-such as to awaken thrilling emotions in our breasts. 1152 
In 1835 Lippincott left the American Home Missionary 
Society to become an agent for the American Sunday School 
Union.53 
Interchange of agents among benevolent societies was 
not uncommon. Rev. Henry Herrick left the American Sunday 
School Union in 1830 to take up a post in Greene County, 
Illinois, with the American Home Missionary Society. In 
1833, Rev. Moses Wilder simultaneously worked for the 
American Tract Society and the American Home Missionary 
Society in Indiana. Rev. John Ellis left the American 
Home Missionary Society in 1832 to become an agent for the 
American Education Society. In 1836 he re-joined the 
American Home Missionary Society as a missionary in the 
Michigan Territory.54 The easy flow of agents between 
benevolent associations reflected the interrelated 
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endeavors of the societies. Sunday morning and weekday 
adult Bible classes were allied with the Sunday school 
movement. 55 Often segregated into male and female groups, 
the Bible classes were taught by the American Home 
Missionary Society missionary and in some instances by 
his wife. The Bible classses did not follow a set, 
nationally distributed lesson plan or promote memorization 
of Bible passages. But in common with the Sunday schools, 
the classes provided religious education, served as a 
preliminary to church organization in remote areas, and, 
when necessary, supplied incidental reading and writing 
instruction to the semi-literate. 
In their attempt to permeate frontier society with 
evangelical culture and Christian education, the American 
Home Missionary Society missionaries also reached outside 
of the congregated church. In co-operation with the 
American _ Tract Society and American Bible Society, 
American Home Missionary Society .missionaries and church 
members distributed free Bibles and religious literature 
to the homes of evangelical and non-evangelical 
setttlers. 56 American Home Missionary Society officials 
intended to supply every family .on the frontier with a 
Bible. Individual lay evangelicals in the American Home 
Missionary Society churches aided this effort by pledging 
money to the American Tract Society and the American Bible 
Society. Within relatively prosperous and thriving 
.!: 
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American Home Missionary Society churches, members formed 
t r a c t a n d B i b l e s o c ·i e t i e s a n d j o i n e d s t a t e a n d l o c a l 
auxiliaries of the national organizations.57 
The American Home Missionary Society evangelicals 
also promoted the cause of temperance. Individual Society 
missionaries frequently t ook a leading role in the 
formation of temperance societies. Society clergy 
enlisted the help of American Temperance Union agents and 
accompanied them as they so1 icited support among the· 
settlers.58 Often, American Home Misionary Society clergy
found prospective church members among the ranks of local 
temperance societies. Although the American Home 
Missionary Society clergy railed against the "men of 
influence", the "grocers", and the "boat operators" who 
profited from the "traffic in ardent spirits", the battle 
for temperance was m ore e ffectively waged against 
individual consumers. Drawing upon individuals from the 
principal evangelical denominations, local temperance 
societies expanded in most western communities in the 
1830's. From the outset, American Home Missionary Society 
clergy had demanded that church members refrain from the 
use of distilled spirits. But as the American Temperance 
Union moved toward teetotalism in the 1830's, the American 
Home Missionary Society clergy also began to take a more 
aggressive stance against the use of alchoholic 
beverages.59 
85 
Although the American Home Missionary Society shift 
toward teetotalism reflected and coincided with the 
sentiments of the national temperance movement in the 
1830 1 s, the increasingly bold demands upon church members 
in Illinois and Indiana also displayed the increasing 
viability of the American Home Missioary Society endeavors 
on the frontier. In 1830, Rev. Thomas A. Spilman of 
Montgomery County, Illinois, announced that he was 
"preparing the way for a temperance society" and derived 
some comfort from a non-alchoholic barn raising: 
A barn was raised today .•• without the aid of 
ardent spirits, and there is not · only an 
expression of general satisfaction, but also 
many seem~d to be highly gratified in witnessing 
the fact. 0 0" 
Six years later, in DuPage County, Illinois, Rev. 
Nathan i el C. Clarke informed the American Home Missionary 
Society that 
The pledge of our societies has been total 
abstinence from distilled spirits only. Soon 
after our annual meeting in February, we began 
to discuss the propriety of changing our pledge 
to that of 6
11 fotal abstinence from all that 
intoxicates. " 
In contrast to Spilman ' s tentative hopes of 1830, Clar ke 
reported that twenty members had joined the new total 
abstinence society in June 1836, and that after three 
lectures by an agent of the Illinois Temperance Society, 
one hundred f i fty had pledged themselves to the cause of 
total abstinence. 62 
While Sunday schools, Bible classes, and temperance, 
.,. 
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tract, and Bible societies structured individual moral 
reform, the American Home Missionary Society missionaries 
also perceived a need to contribute to the establishment 
of 1nstitutions of higher education. Lyman Beecher, who 
in the 1830's had remained a major influence upon the 
western evangelical missionary movement, was militantly 
concerned about the training of clergy and laity in the 
west As pres i den t of tan e Th e·o 1 o g i cal Se m i nary i n 
Cincinnati, Ohio, Beecher wrote: 
The religious and political destiny of our 
nation is to be decided in the West • • •  [the 
s t r u g g 1 e w i 1 1 b e ] • • • . a c o n. f 1 i c. t o f 
institutions for the education of her sons, for 
p u r p o s e s o f s u p e r s .t i t i o c3 
o r e v a n g e 1 i c a 1 1 i g h t :
of despotism or 1 iberty. 
Sharing Beecher's sense of urgency, representatives 
of the American Home Missionary Society hastened to 
establish Wabash College in Indiana and Illinois College 
in Jacksonville, I llinois. American Home Missionary 
Society missionaries John Thomson, John Steele Thomson, 
Edward O. Hovey, James Carnahan and Caleb Mills founded 
Wabash College in 1833.64 Mills, who served as professor 
of religious studies at Wabash College, regarded· the 
school as a missionary endeavor: 
We can build the Institution [sic] only by the 
aid of men who possess a missionary spirit and 
are willing to live on a missionary's salary, 
for we have not the funds to pay the customary 
salary of Professors in the old eastern 
Institutions.65 
In 1828, the correspondence of John Ell is captured 
I 
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the imagination of a group of seven missionary minded 
students at Yale Divinity School and led directly to the 
founding of Illinois College. 66 After reading of Ellis' 
plans for the establishment of a college in the December 
1828 issue of the Hom! ~l!si~~!!.1. and subsequently 
corresponding with him, the seven students agreed in 
February 1829, to go to Illinois, establish a "Seminary of 
learning", and divide among themselves the tasks of 
teaching and preaching at the "important stations i n the 
surrounding country:•67 Ellis and the Yale students 
raised $10,000.00 in the east toward the establishm~nt of 
Illinois College. The graduating students, beginning with 
Theron .Baldwin and Julian Sturtevent, received commissions 
and personal financial support from the American Home 
Missionary Society and the college commenced operations on 
January 4, 1830.68 
Reflecting on the unde r lying purpose of their 
western move in 1830, Mason Grosvenor and Julian 
Sturtevant of the "Illinois College Band" wrote in 1855: 
The band was organized on the principle that 
education and religion must go hand in hand to 
the world's conversion. It had been noticed too 
that individual missionaries often went West, 
and by being compelled to labor single-handed, 
found themselves at last borne down by adverse 
influences and instead of maintaining an 
elevated standard as ministers, and lifting the 
c ommunity, they were cut off from the means of 
improvement and gradually sank down as 
intellectual men. The philosophy of this 
movement was to serve such a combination and set 
in motion such agencies as would enable them to 
.l 
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c r e-a t e a 1 i t er a r y a t m o s p h er e w h o s e v i t a 1 po we r 
a l l s h o u 1 d f e e 1 • He n c e 
6� 
c o 1 1 e g e w a s t o b e a t
the·center of the system. 
The retrospectively stated philosophy of the Illinois 
College Band echoes some of the principal institutional 
and doctrinal concerns of the American Home Missionary 
Society. The Society sought to formalize educational and 
financial support for clergy who were charged with the 
responsibility for planting churches and inculcating piety 
on the frontier. In a broad sense, the benevolent 
associations and the evangelicals' theology of the church 
were themselves based upon faith in the efficacy of moral 
education. For the American H o·m e Missionary Society 
missionaries, the conversion experience was predicated 
upon adequate doctrinal preparation and upon at least some 
measure of individual capacity to submit to the will of 
God and to assume responsibility for one's self-
reformation. Ideally, evangelical conversion and 
education enjoyed a symbiotic relationship. The voluntary 
benevolent associations both prepared people for 
conversion and served as instruments of "religious 
radiation" for "phalanxes" of insatiable evangelicals. 
Although the problems of the frontier in Indiana and 
Illinois occupied the immediate attention of missionaries 
and agents of the benevolent associati.ons, their vision 
was fixed upon the coming millennium. Success in the west 
represented a step toward the conversion of the world. 
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The pioneering colleges of the American Home 
Missionary Society and other evangelicals in the 1820's 
and 1830's displayed the optimism and long range 
commitment of the evangelical associations. Writing in 
1906, Frederick Jackson Turner noted that: 
The West in the 1830's was too new a section to 
have developed educational facilities to any 
large extent. The pioneers' poverty ••• 
discour~Qed extensive expenditures for public 
schools.TU 
Public education did flounder in Indiana between 1816 and 
1852 and in Illinois between 1825 and 1855, but the 
American Horne Missionary Society and other evangelicals 
persistently planted colleges and seized upon the blurry 
contemporary distinction between religious and secular 
education. In the course of religious instruction, Sunday 
schools and Bible classes provided primary education. For 
some American Home Missionary Society missionaries, the 
pursuit of religious education led naturally to common 
schools and academies. Rev. J.R. Wheelock of Decatur 
County, Indiana, recommended Sunday schools "as a means of 
teaching the children to read--and as a substitute for the 
common school. 1171 In 1837 Nahum Gould reported that his 
Sunday school was thriving at Union Grove, Illinois; he 
looked forward to the establishment of a common school and 
a "female academy." 
The American Home Missionary Society regarded the 
formal education that was provided by Sunday schools, 
" 
• 
� 
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B i b 1 e c 1 a-s s e s , c o m m o n s c h o o 1 s a n d c o 11 e g e s a n d t h e m o r a 1 
education that was structured by tract, Bibl e and 
temperance societies as means of disseminating evangelical 
values in Illinois and Indiana. By the end of the first 
decade of American Home Missionary Society operation, it 
appeared that the Society was succeeding. In 1836-37 the 
American Home M i s sionary s ociety s p o n s or ed 786
missionaries and raised $101,000.73 As a benevolent 
society working in co-operation with other benevolent 
societies, the American Home Missionary Society seemed to 
be materially fulfilling the goal of superimposing their 
notion of an evangelical and nationally homogeneous 
culture upon a moral wilderness. But the American Home 
Missionary Society success was fragile. Founded upon the 
conversion of individuals and the voluntary association of 
evangelically minded social reformers, American Home 
Missionary Society success rest ed upon pers uasion, 
interdenominational unity among evangelicals, and the 
financial support of concern ed church members. As 
students of Biblical parables, American Home Missionary 
Society missionaries were undoubtedly aware that a 
successful sowing did not guarantee an abundant harvest. 
I n  spit e of appar ent s u cc e s s ,  cracks w er e  
proliferating in the facade of an "evangelical united 
Debate over the theology of revivalism was 
shattering the Presbyterian denomination. The "Old 
front". 
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School" Presbyterians suspected the doctrinal purity of 
the largely "New School " Presbyterian and Congregational 
supported American Home Missionary Society . Leaders of 
the Old School questioned the wisdom of effectively 
. 
subordinating denominational missionary endeavors to an 
umbrella organization that upheld the functional necessity 
of a doctrinal common denominator. For the sake of 
building the "Redeemer's kingdom" New School leaders were 
willing to skirt questions about the relationship between 
free will and the sovereignty of God in the dynamics of 
the conversion experience. Questions of doctrine and 
po 1 i t y were ex acerbated by the Pan i c of 18 3 7, · w h i ch ·c u t 
contributions to voluntary societies. By 1837 the 
energetic attempt to implement the vision of an 
evangelical, nationally homogeneous culture was beset by 
c.ritical crises. We now turn to a brief examination of 
that crisis, the causes of it, and the long-term results. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
Although the American Home Missionary Society 
survived the Panic of 1837 and the withdrawal of Old 
School Presbyterian support in 1837-38, the halcyon days 
of the Society had ended. Between 1826 and 1837 the 
American Home Missionary Society had served as an 
institutional conduit for the revival efforts and social 
causes of evangelicals. Although the Society had received 
financial support from the Presbyterians and 
Congregationalists, it had neither 1 abored under the 
direct control of a denominational board of missions nor 
absorbed the missionary boards of its denominational 
sponsors. Rather, the American Home Missionary Society 
represented the common interests of evangelical 
individuals (especially those who were affiliated with the 
Presbyterians or Congregationalists) who were wi 11 ing to 
set aside se~tarian concerns for the sake of promoting the 
"Redeemer's kingdom" in the west. 
The interdenominational character of the American 
Home Missionary Society rendered it especially vulnerable 
to economic depression and doctrinal dissension. Because 
church members owed their primary alJegiance to their 
denomination, loyalty therein took precedence over 
contributions to interdenominational societies. 1 Disputes 
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over the distinguishing doctrines of the denomination 
tended to divide church bodies between those who rooted 
their faith in a particular catechism and those who spread 
their faith over an evangelical consensus on essential 
doctrines.2 
Ironically, the success of the American Home 
Missionary Society and other interdenominational societies 
of the evangelical "united front" had somewhat diminished 
their importance by the late 1830's. 3 At their inception, 
the voluntary societies had virtually assumed the 
functions of the weakened (if not incho~te) missionary 
boards of the principal evangelical denominations~ But 
after more than a decade of channeling members into 
evangelical denominations, the interdenominational 
societies faced competition from re-invigorated 
denominations. 4 As strengthened evangelical denominations 
assumed greater responsibility for their own advancement, 
the cacophony of appeals by the agents of 
interdenominational - societies seemed redundant and 
intrusive.5 
In the first decade of its existence the American 
Home Missionary Society had tried to avoid conflict with 
its sponsoring denominations. Transcending sectarian 
differences, the Society had promoted Protestant unity, 
linked the destiny of the nation to the millennial hopes 
and behavioral norms of evangelicals, and upheld the 
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primacy of the conversion experience. Tapping the joint 
energies of Presbyterians and Congregationalists, the 
Society had conducted revivals, established churches on 
the _ frontier, built schools and colleges, and joined with 
other interdenominational societies to promote the cause 
of temperance, tract and Bible distribution, and Sabbath 
schools. The simultaneous development of the Panic of 
1837 and the los~ of full Presbyterian support threatened 
to alter or abolish the American Home Missionary Society. 
The depression compounded the physical hardships of 
missionaries fn Illinois and Indiana and brought the 
. . 
Society to the verge of insolvency. The Old School walkout 
posed a challenge that cut to the heart of the American 
Home Missionary Society: if the united front could not be 
sustained, even within one of the principal evangelical 
·· denominations, how could the "Redeemer's kingdom" and the 
national, homogeneous culture be advanced? 
Confronted with a clear threat to its founding 
principles, the voluntary Society could not command the 
support of the Old School Presbyterians. In the Annual 
Report of 1838, frustrated Society officials could ·only 
elliptically rebuke the Old School party for its 
ingratitude toward the American Home Missionary Society 
and for its desertion of mission fields: 
••• resolutions were passed in an important 
church judicatory discountenancing t~e ~ociety 
from receiving the support, and rel1ev1ng the 
needy churches of a lar -ge denomination of 
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Christians, whose ministry it had sustained, and 
whose waste jlaces it had cultivated in their 
time of need . 
The loss of Old School support forced Society officials to 
face the limits of their power, but the financial 
depression represented a potentially manageable crisis. 
In the Annual Report of 1838 officials referred to the 
Panic as a "tempest of commercial embarrassment" that 
"fill [ed] the hearts of all with fear of the things which 
should come upon the earth. 11 7 The new Corresponding 
Secretaries of the American Home Missionary Society, 
Milton Badger and Charles Hall, asserted that "the results 
of the Panic have been felt much less than they were 
feared," buf the actions of the Executive Committee in 
1837 suggested that the Society came close to collapse. 8 
Early in 1837 the Executive Committee issued a "Circular 
to Missionaries" which requested that field workers "defer 
their drafts upon the treasury until the receipts should 
warrant their payment."9 Later in the year, a second 
circular re-opened the treasury to missionaries. 
In the course of proclaiming victory over the 
financial crisis, the Executive Committee boasted of grass 
roots support of the truncated and marginally solvent 
Society. According to the Committee, the American Home 
Missionary Society had survived on the strength of 
numerous small contributions: 
from the widow's mite, the savings of the 
domestic, and industry of the mechanic -- from 
the tollected offerings of God's ~Bop.le in the 
country, rather than in the cities. 
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But immediate survival did not guarantee freedom from 
the long and debilitating repercussions of the Panic of 
1837. Faced with continuing loss of receipts in 1839-40 
(the Society received $86,542.45 in 1837-38; $82,564.63 in 
1838-39; and $78,345.20 in 1839-40), the Executive 
Committee explained that they 
felt themselves compelled, in renewing 
commissions, to reduce the amount appropriated 
25, in some instances, 50 per cent; although the 
pressure was upon the feeble churches and upon 
others, and they actually needed, 1in many cases, more assistance rather than less. 
Missionaries in Illinois and Indiana keenly felt the 
effects of Andrew Jackson's war on the Bank of the United 
States. Prior to the Panic, the loosening of restraints 
upon state bank loans and the concurrent mania for land 
speculation in the west had nurtured ambitious schemes to 
develop roads, railroads, and canals in Illinois and 
Indiana. In anticipation of sudden wealth, settlers and 
eastern and southern businessmen bought up large tracts of 
land in both states. 12 In 1836, the Indiana Assembly 
approved bills for eight major internal improvement 
projects. 13 In 1836-37 the Illinois state government 
borrowed money to begin work on the Illinois and Michigan 
Canal and launched plans to improve rivers for navigation, 
build local roads throughout the state, and construct 
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three major railroads. 14 But when Jackson issued his 
Specie Circular in 1836, building projects in both states 
were aborted. The state governments were plunged into 
debt and internal improvements were abandoned until a 
semblance of recovery emerged in the mid-1840 1 s. 15 
Putative investors and real estate tycoons were not 
the only casualties of the depression in Illinois. 
Isolated from markets and devoid of currency, many towns 
and villages adopted a barter economy. P i o n e e r i. n g 
families, who had scrambled for inexpensive 1 and in 
northern Illinois after the conclusion of the Blackhawk 
War in 1833, were hard-pressed to sustain their small 
claims. 16 
In the judgment of many Society missionaries, the 
desire for land had diverted local support from missionary 
efforts. In 1837, the Rev. Hugh Barr deplored a 11spirit 
of worldliness and speculation 11 which seemed to "paralyze 
the energies of Christians. 1117 Rev. Samuel Newbury of 
Peru, Indi~na complained that: 
••. the rage for speculation in this section 
country, and the consequent worldliness 
· ministers and church members seems almost 
precl~ge the hope of a protracted work 
grace. 
of 
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The spiritual malaise that attended land speculation 
in the west between 1835 and 1837 also seemed to affect 
devout and well-intentioned church members. Lucius Farnum 
told Society officials that, although his church had 
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largely "escaped the influence of the spirit of 
speculation," he and his congregation had had 
.•• to encounter the reproach which is brought 
upon religion by Christians, and, in some cases, 
by ministers who come from the East, professedly 
to do good, and when they get here, forget their 
object, give themselves up to the world, and 
instead of aiding, hinder the cause.19 
But apparently not all of the clergy had lost sight 
of their mission. Theron Baldwin"s recommendation in 1837 
that a Rev. Gumball receive aid from the Society indicated 
that some of the originally well-intentioned clergy from 
the east had been duped, rather than seduced, by the 
promfses of worldly land speculators. Acc .ording to 
Baldwin, Gumball had been waylaid en route to Illinois and 
persuaded to invest in land for a church building in St. 
Joseph, Michigan. Although Gumball seized the 
opportunity, which he regarded as a "voice from heaven" 
and a guiding "finger of providence", he soon discovered 
that he had been the victim of a fraudulent scheme . 
Thoroughly chastened by his worldly failure, Gumball 
proceeded to Chicago, where he commenced a ministry among 
German immigrants. 20 
Although the evils of land speculation seemingly 
presented missionaries with the opportunity to portray 
their field as a "moral wilderness" in need of taming by 
the Society, the ministers seemed too beleaguered by the 
depression to make examples of fallen speculators. The 
end to easy credit for overextended state banks led to the 
... 
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"embarrassment" of the agents and missionaries of the 
Society. 
Because of the shortage of currency in the west, a 
defaulted loan had far-reaching consequences. Agent 
Theron Baldwin discovered to his chagrin in January 1838 
that Rev. Hugh Barr's quarterly salary had vanished.21 
Baldwin had deposited Barr's salary with the treasurer of 
Illinois College, who i·n turn loaned the money that 
Baldwin had earmarked for Barr. Although "some of the 
best men" in the state capital received Barr's money (for 
an undisclosed purpose), they were unabl.e to-re-pay t�e 
treasure�.22 Undoubtedly, Hugh Barr found cold comfort in 
Baldwin's apology: 
To collect a debt at the present in th��
country is well-nigh an impossibility. 
Penury on the mission fie ld in late 1837 was 
. commonplace. At the end of 1837 missionary Romulus Barnes 
of Tazewell County, Illinois, helplessly reported that he 
was "in debt at the stores and for borrowed mon�y to an 
amount greater than is due me from your society.11 24 
Barnes informed officials of the American Home Missionary 
Society that the mem bers of the ruling committee of his 
church could not alleviate his burden, for they had been 
"obliged to borrow money to save their own property from 
being sold.11 25 Complaining that "money is almost banished 
from these regions," Rev. George Blackburn was compelled 
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to interrupt the construction of a seminary at 
Collinsville, Illinois.26 The Panic also stunted the 
growth of Rev. J.H. Prentiss• day school in Fulton, 
Illinois, and left the missionary with a motley 
congregation of indigent evangelicals from several 
denominations. 27 When the Executive Committee of the 
American Home Missionary Society suggested that Prentiss 
move on to a more promising field of labor, t~e missionary 
expressed disappointment -over the Society's descent to 
mercenary considerations.28 
Notwithstanding the noble sentiments of Prentiss, the 
Panic led many mi ssionaries in the American Home 
Missionary Society to urge the adoption of more Draconian 
measures. In August 1837, Rev. A.J. Norton found it 
appalling that "the Soci~ty should appoint~!~ 
missionaries, while it is unable to pay the old." 29 In 
February 1838, Robert Blake proposed that the American 
Home Missionary Society raise and set aside a fund to 
support, for up to two years, missionaries who were 
currently in the field. Blake suggested that it would be 
"prudent" to deny all new applications until the existing 
missionaries had received full support.30 The Panic moved 
co-agent Albert Hale of Illinois to counsel strict 
enforcement of existing Society policy. In November 1838, 
Hale insisted that C.L. Watson "not be sustained while 
hunting ! place ~ preach."31 In November 1839 Rev. 
---Flavel Bascom of Chicago rather coldly observed that: 
The better class of your missionaries naturally 
falls into places where they are soon supported 
without your aid. This sifts out the wheat and 
leaves a commodity on the hands of the society 
that is "unsaleable". Yet these are the men who 
absorb most of the society's funds, because they 
remain so long under your patronage.32 
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Although Bascom stopped short of suggesting that the 
American Home Missionary Society sever relations with the 
"chaff" of the i r  missionary pop ulation, h e  d i d  
confidentially recommend that the Society weed out less 
promising applicants. 
In spite of the tangible suffering that the Panic of 
1837 inflicted upon the missionaries, officials of the
American Home Missionary Society put up a bold front. By 
their reasoning, the maintenance of operations in the face 
of "pecun iary em barrassments" gave evidence of a 
continuing providential sustenance. In 1838 the Executive
Committee pointed to encouraging "revivals of religion" 
and argued that the reduced roster of missionaries had 
actually had a greater proportional effect on the 
population than the earlier complement of field 
workers.33 Although it threatened operations, the 
financial panic was perceived as a transient crisis in the 
grand design of effecting a homogeneous national culture 
in preparation for the millennium. 
The interdenominational character of the Society had, 
to a great extent, dictated the nature of its appeal to 
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evangelical supporters. Just as the Society had supplied 
a "supra-structure" for the efforts of evangelicals, it 
had sought, from its inception, theoretical justification 
in sweeping interpretations of history. Ideally, the 
Society transcended local and denominational concerns and 
owed its existence to individuals who regarded the nation 
as a potential vehicle for the coming "Redeemer"s 
kingdom." Not surprisingly, perhaps, the financial crisis 
and the loss of Old School support inspired Society 
officials to new peaks of stridency. 
At the outset of the Panic of 1837, Absolom Peters, 
the Corresponding Secretary, sidestepped the impending 
crisis and announced that the "Anglo-American" culture was 
destined to convey the g ospel to the world in the 
nineteenth century. Peters announced to the annual 
convention of the American Home Missionary Society: 
Our [American] institutions possess the freshness 
of youth, are accordant with the spirit of the 
times, and highly adapted to the condition of 
the new state of society which here exists. In 
a d d i t i o n. t o t h e s e a d v a n t a g e s , w e h a v e a c c e s s t o 
all the riches of literature, science and 
relig ion, which are possessed by our elder 
brethren [the British] across the Atlantic.34 
Four years later, in the midst of the grinding depression, 
Peters' successors challenged the struggling supporters of 
the American Home Missionary Society "to make our own land 
Immanuel's!" and asked: 
• • •  shall the cause of Missions at Home be
retarded -- shall it fail to be prosecuted, on
the scale which the dearest interests of our
y 
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fell ow countrymen, and the honor of our God and 
Redeemer demand .•. ? 35 
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For a body of Christian believers with an elevated 
spiritual vision, the temporal problem of financial 
depression appeared manageable. Less manageable and 
consequently more threatening to the Society was the overt 
opposition of evangelicals from within. Although the 
Panic of 1837 posed a formidable threat to Society 
operations, it could be catalogued as an external danger 
that had originated in a "moral wilderness" of greedy and 
backbiting bankers and s pe c u lators.  But the 
contemporaneous division within the Presbyterian church 
issued from theological and social issues that called into 
question the validity of interdenominational voluntary 
societies. Missionaries could endure physical hardship, 
but doctrinal dissension did not yield to temporizing. 
In the 1830's the fear of submerging denominational 
integrity in a roiling sea of interdenominational 
s o c ietie s found expres sion not only within the 
Presbyterian denomination, but also among Episcopalians, 
Methodists, and Baptists.36 While evangelical (or "low 
church") Episcopalians participated in revivals, permitted 
extemporaneous prayer, and waxed enthusiastic over 
interdenominational missions, "high church" adherents 
emphasized the authority of the ecclesiastical hierarchy 
and insisted upon strict observance of the church calendar 
and Angelical liturgy. Ostensibly seeking to free their 
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hierarchy from onerous material concerns, a substantial 
group of "republican Methodists" demanded local lay 
control over church property and church government and 
often 1 inked their efforts with those of voluntary 
societies. Anti-mission Baptists dismissed. missionary 
activity, an educated ministry, and voluntary associations 
as "inventions of man" that merely concealed the 
machinations of· covetou� " speculators". Opposing New 
School Baptists advocated the formal education of 
ministers, the establ ish ment of c olle g es, and 
participation in domestic missionary ende�vors.37
The conflict within Presbyterianism paralleled the 
vitriolic debates over doctrine and polity in the other 
principal evangelical Protestant denominations of the 
period. Throughout the 1830's Presbyterians aired th�ir 
disputes in synods, ecclesiastical trials, and the annual 
General Assembly. The shifting fortunes of the contending 
parties culminated in the schism of 1837, when the Old 
School, by a vote of 143 to 110 in the General Assembly, 
abrogated the Plan of Union of 1801 and excluded the 28 
presbyteries, 509 ministers, and 60,000 members who had 
entered the denomination under the terms of the Plan.38
In reaction to the Old School victory, banished delegates 
of the New School gathered in the exscinded presbytery of 
Auburn, New York, declared the vote of the General 
Assembly "null and void", and asserted their legitimacy as 
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Presbyterians. 
Any hope of reconciliation was trampled to the floor 
of the General Assembly in 1838, where, before deciding to 
hold separate conventions, New School and Old School 
delegates stooped to such uncharitable and unruly acts as 
packing the balcony with sympathizers, locking out the 
opposing faction, and shouting each other down. When the 
delegates of the New School crossed Philadelphia to open 
their own General Assembly, they carried with them the 
depleted body of the American Home Missionary Society. As 
an institutional offspring of the Plan of Union, the 
Society in 1837-38 found i tself bereft of the financial 
support of approximately 60% of Presbyterians and of 126 
missionaries.39 
To Old School Presbyterians, the Society was the 
incarnation of a reprehensible theological and judicial 
For conservative Presbyterians, doctrine and 
polity were inseparable; the Presbyterian system of 
church government safeguarded the Westminster Confession 
of Faith and certified the orthodoxy of contemporary 
interpretations of Calvinist doctrine. 4O - When 
missionaries of the American Home Missionary Society 
casually transferred their allegiance from the 
Congregationalists to the Presbyterians, boldly taught 
that the "Confession of Faith ••• is not the Bible, nor 
a substitute for the Bible," or - followed Yale professor 
113 
Nathaniel Taylor's qualified acceptance of original sin, 
Old School Presbyterians felt that the foundation of their 
faith was crumbling.41 
The relationship between human free will and the 
sovereignty of God lay at the heart of the theological 
dispute between Old School and New School Presbyterians.42 
In the daily operations of nineteenth century evangelical 
churches, one's perception of the delicate balance between 
free will and predestination had a direct bearing upon how 
one regarded revivals. In _the dynamics of the conversion 
experience, the Old School held that Adam's sin was 
imputed to all succeeding generations at birth, that a 
preacher should outline the implications of the atonement 
of Christ, but that God alone chose who would be saved; 
sinners could not be induced by human means to heed the 
call for repentance.43 Nathaniel Taylor and his New 
School followers seemed to factor out of the scheme of 
salvation a measure of free will. Taylor depicted 
original sin as an irresistable tendency of human nature 
~ {"such is [human] nature, that in all the appropriate 
circumstances of being [people] will sin and only sin 11 ) 
and argued that, although only the Holy Spirit had the 
p o w e r t o e f f e c t a " c h a n g e o f h e a r t." a. n d " r e g e n e r a t i o n " , 
people had the capacity to respond to the revivalist's 
exhortation to 11 choose you this day whom you will 
serve.«44 To the Old School, the suggestion of any 
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element of free will, however qualified or ambiguous, 
represented doctrinal error. 
The conservative position of the Old School ran 
counter to the exigencies of American Home Missionary 
Society operations. As an interdenominational association, 
the Society needed to cultivate common theological ground 
among evangelical Protestants in the Reformed tradition. 
Revivals constituted a primary means of outreach in 
frontier communities. A Society that anticipated the 
millennium and assiduously tallied both new church members 
and "number of rivivals held by missionaries" was hardly 
disposed to forsake productive activity for the arcane 
pleasures of scholasticism. Although both Presbyterian 
parties conducted superficially indistinguishable 
revivals, feared outright Arminianism, and shrank from 
emotional displays, the Society joined with the New School 
in upholding the instrumentality of revivals. 45 With 
Lyman Beecher, (a New School Presbyterian and ex-
Congregationalist) the Society was willing to let the 
results of revivals justify the somewhat questionable 
practices of revivalists. In response to critics of "New 
Measures" revivalism Beecher wrote: 
••• though some revivals may be so badly 
managed as to be worse than none, there may, to a 
certain extent, be great imperfections in them, 
and yei they be on the whole, blessings of 
Christ. 6 
Apparently sharing Beecher's willingness to let · 
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divine ends justify imperfect human means, Society 
missionary James R. Wheelock of Greensburg, Indiana, took 
refuge in the hope that "the commotions and divisions" 
among the Presbyterians would serve as "the precursor of 
the Divine influence which He means to send down ere 
long."47 Yet surely one would be hard-pressed to detect 
any divinely iro~ic blessing among the reverberating 
anathemas of Wheelock's heresy trial. Foreshadowing the 
schism of 1837, Wheelock ' s trial before the Indianapolis 
presbytery in 1~33 bared internal disputes over right 
doctrine and the proper relationship of 
interdenominational societies to Presbyterian church 
government.48 Although Wheelock's ministry survived the 
trial, the American Home Missionary Society was left with 
a Pyrrhic victory; lingering animosity in the aftermath of 
the trial effectively circumscribed the operations of the 
Society in Indianapolis during the mid-1830's. 
In the early 1830's Wheelock had been an aggressive 
representative of the American Home Missionary Society and 
an outspoken preacher of New School theology. Prior to 
requesting recognition by the Indianapolis presbytery, 
Wheelock took it upon himself to commence preaching in 
eight churches in Decatur County and to organize a revival 
that was attended by eight hundred people. 49 By plunging 
into missionary work before securing the formal approval 
of his local presbytery, Wheelock seemed to be playing 
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fast and loose with traditional Presbyterian government 
and, perhaps unnecessarily, risking the wrath of Old 
School Presbyterians. Nevertheless, because the New 
. 
School enjoyed a tenuous majority within the Indianapolis 
presbytery, Wheelock's work gained formal recognition in 
the spring of 1832.50 But Wheelock's persistent and 
uncompromising advocacy of New School theology angered an 
Old School sympathizer in the church at Greensburg and the 
missionary found himself accused of heresy in the summer 
of 1832. 
Wheelock's abrasive personality may ·we1·1 hav~ 
inflamed the local intra-denominational war of attrition 
that resulted from his case. The missionary's explanation 
of his ordeal to Society officials in New York City and 
his actions in Indiana suggest that he was either too 
impolitic or too dogmatic to avoid a bitter confrontation 
with the Indianapolis presbytery. Although the balance of 
power in the presbytery had shifted to the Old School in 
1832, Wheelock refused to tone down his theological 
assertions or to pay homage to traditional channel .s of 
Presbyterian jurisprudence. When the accused missionary 
rallied evangelical Protestant church members to a public 
show of support in the county courthouse, he seemed to be 
flaunting the conventions of his denomination and seeking 
the approbation of denominationally unaffiliated 
supporters of interdenominational societies.5 1 Wheelock's 
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letter fo officials of the American Home Missionary 
Society indicated that he had reserved no face-saving 
quarter for his Old School church members. According to 
Wheelock, he had forcibly taught that: 
the Holy Spirit is not granted to give men any 
new powers or capability as moral agents but to 
convince them of sin and to make them willing to 
do what they before had �wer to do but would 
not. [Wheelock was parapnrasing Nathaniel 
Taylor.] These and kindred doctrines I believe 
under God will prove the salvation of the 
Presbyterian Church--and, that the opposite 
system [the Old School] has been sitting like the 
n i g ht mare upon her v i ta 1 s , anti no m i a "s \z i n g her
professors, and prostrating her energy. 
After the Old School majority of the Indianapolis 
presbytery found Wheelock guilty of heresy, the New School 
minority boycotted delibertations on the sentencing of the 
missionary.53 Lacking a quorum, the hamstrung presbytery 
deferred to the Synod, which rebuked all of the involved 
parties for their reckless remarks and charges. James R. 
Wheelock was mildly admonished for failing to use "good 
and acceptable words" in his ministry.54 
The work of the Presbyterian denomination and of the 
American Home Missionary Society in Indiana were the real 
victims of the trial. By denying entry to churches 
founded by the Society and forbidding existing churches 
from receiving the aid of the Society, the Old School 
Presbyterians tightened their hold on the Indianapolis 
presbytery and effectively excluded partisans of the New 
School and the American Home Missionary Society. After 
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four years of Old School domination, the Indianapolis 
presbytery rubber-stamped the decision of the General 
Assembly to abrogate the Plan of Union.55 
While Wheelock's trial rendered in high relief the 
tensions between Old School and New School Presbyterians, 
the heresy trial of three members of the faculty of 
Illinois College in 1833 foreshadowed the disruptive rise 
of Congregational self-consciousness. In accordance with 
the Plan of Union, the predominantly Congregational 
members of the Illinois College Band had been rather 
casually accepted by the presbyteries of Ill inois.56 But 
as the reservations of Julian Sturtevant (a member of the 
Illinois College Band and a defendant in the heresy trial) 
displayed, acceptance of the "government and discipline of 
the Presbyterian Church in the United States" by avowed 
Congregationalists did not necessarily represent 
assimilation into the Presbyterian denomination. 57 In his 
eighty-third year the former president of Illinois 
College recalled his pre-ordination apprehensions: 
• it became evident that I could not answer 
in the affirmative without violating my 
conscience. Mr. Ellis, who was my trusted 
counselor, bode me fear not, as ••• no person 
[from a Congregational body] was expected ••• 
to imply his belief in the every proposition 
c o n t a i n e-d i n t h e C o n f e s s i o n o f F a i t h a n d t h e 
Catechism. They were to be accepted only "for 
substance of doctrine." This statement was not 
altogether novel, but to this day it has never 
given me any satisfaction. It has always seemed 
to me an indefensible violation of good faith for 
a m an f o rm al 1 y to a c c e pt a _d o c tr i n a 1 s ta t em en t 
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which he can only make his own by doing violence 
to the obvious meaning of some of its phrases.58 
In spite of Sturtevant's scruples, he, along with 
other Congregational missionaries of the American Home 
Missionary Society, became nominally affiliated with the 
New School Presbyterian party in Illinois. However, 
Sturtevant's nominal affiliation did not prevent him from 
engaging in private, freewheeling theological discussions 
with the faculty and president of Illinois College.59 
Both President Edward Beecher (a Congregationalist) and 
Sturtevant stood firmly in the theological camp of 
Nathaniel Taylor, and Edward Beecher, who later came to 
espouse publicly the unorthodox doctrine of the pre-
existence of souls, may well have been entertaining that 
doctrine behind the closed door discussions at Illinois 
College.60 The "liberal" Congregational proclivities of 
the faculty aroused the ire of William Frazier, an Old 
School missionary who had apparently been dispatched by 
the Presbyterian General Assembly in order to assess the 
doctinal purity of American Home Missionary Society 
operations at Illinois college,6 1 Frazier pressed charges 
of heresy against Edward Beecher, William Kirby, and 
Julian Sturtevant. 
Although the defendants were easily acquitted by the 
synod, the trial dramatized the vulnerability of 
Congregationalists under the Plan of Union. In 
retrospect, Julian Sturtevant cpncluded that the Plan of 
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Union had handicapped the growth of Congregationalism in 
the west while serving the interests of New School 
Presbyterians.62 Although Sturtevant deplored the 
friction between denominations and within the Presbyterian 
church and remained committed in principle to 
interdenominational endeavors, he came to cherish the 
distinctiveness of his Congregational heritage: 
The more I thought upon [the discord of the 
1830's] the more evident it seemed to me that the 
divided condition of our religious community was 
the result of man's assumption of authority over 
the Church • • • • But words cannot express my 
surprise and delight when further study showed me 
that the simple forms which seemed to be wholly 
Scriptural and practical were really identical 
with those already described in ti~ teachings of 
our Congregationalist forefathers. 
Sturtevant's dawning denominational self-
consciousness apparently reflected the feelings of 
··Congregationalists throughout 11 l inois. P r ·i or to the 
heresy trial in Jacksonville, all Congregationalists had 
submitted to the jurisdiction of the Presbyterian 
church. 64 But soon after the trial a group of 
unreconciled Congregationalists in Jacksonville formed a 
church and called Theron Baldwin to their pulpit. Unsure 
of how to handle the Congregationalists' open defiance of 
the Plan of Union, Baldwin asked the advice of Society 
officials in New York City.65 Although Baldwin was 
instructed to spurn the offer, the awakening 
denominational self-consciousness of Congregationalists in 
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Illinois could not be contained. 66 By 1840, forty-eight 
Congregational churches were scattered throughout the 
state. 67 In spite of the efforts of the American Home 
Missionary Society to uphold the Plan of Union, Society 
officials were forced to accept missionary William 
Carter's observation that "the people will be 
congregationalists [sic] if they choose and we cannot help 
it."68 
The splintering of the Presbyterian denomination in 
1837 had not only undermined the interdenominational base 
of support of the American Home Missionary Society but 
also had set an ominous precedent for the future 
breakdown of interdenominational co-operation within the 
Society. In the 1840's both the Congregationalists and 
the Presbyterians chafed under the Plan of Union. The 
irenic commitment and caution of the American Home 
Missionary Society rendered it a stationary target for 
interdenominational and denominational crossfire. 
As a historically regional denomination, issuing 
from New England and geographically circumscribed by the 
Plan of Union in the early nineteenth century, the 
Congregationalists were not saddled with the need to 
appease a national constituency of slaveholding and 
abolitionist members in the 1840's. Free to focus on the 
moral evil of slavery, the Congregationalists embraced the 
issue of anti-slavery and came to regard abolitionist 
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sentiments as an essentia l denominational trait.69 
Abolitionist sentiments were fully incorporated into 
the denominational character of Congregationalists in 
Illinois and Indiana. In Illinois the Congregational 
Association banished slaveholders from the "pulpits and 
communion tables" of Congregational churches in 1836.70 
The lynching of abolitionist Elijah Lovejoy at Alton in 
1837 galvanized the missionaries associated with Illinois 
College into public declarations of their anti-slavery 
sentiments. 71 Under the presidencies of Edward Beecher 
and Julian Sturtevant in the 1840's, Illinois College 
became an important stop on the Congregationalist-
engineered Illinois branch of the underground railway.7 2 
In both Illinois and Indiana during the 1840's 
Congregationalists unsuccessfully petitioned the American 
Home Missionary Society to abandon operations in slave 
states. 73 
The fading but deeply ingrained national aspirations 
of the Society, coupled with its refusal to tread on the 
disciplinary jurisdiction of a denomination, prevented 
the American Home Missionary Society from deferring to the 
anti-slavery wishes of its Congregational constituents.7 4 
Throughout the 1840's and 1850's the Society avoided 
confrontation with the "peculiar institution." The 
movement toward the equivocal statement in 1857 that the 
Society would deny aid to churches with slaveholding 
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members "unless evidence be furnished that the relation 
[of slaveholders to the church] is such as, in the 
judgment of the Committee [the Executive Committee of the 
Society], is justifiable, for the time being, in the 
peculiar circumstances in which it exists" had proceeded 
at a glacial pace: in 1847 the American Home Missionary 
Society had conceded that slavery represented an evil; in 
1850 the Society had defended the right of preachers in 
the South to speak against slavery; and in 1853 the 
Society had cut off commissions to slaveholding 
missionaries.75 
In addition to their principled refusal to interfere 
in denominational polity the temporizing statements of the 
Society were motivated by the practical need to hold on to 
the support of New School Presbyterians. In spite of the 
schism of 1837 the New School Presbyterians still included 
a southern minority and denominational officials seemed to 
share the anxiety of officers of the Society over the need 
to preserve the appearance of a national religious body. 76 
Beset by the impossible task of trying to harmonize the 
interests of abolitionists, colonizers, and filibustering 
slaveholders, delegates to the General Assembly of the New 
School in 1846 resolved to condemn the institution of 
slavery but not the slaveholder.77 
By the late 1840's Congregationalists lost patience 
with the reluctant anti-slavery of New School 
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Presbyterians and charged that "the Presbyterian church is 
deeply implicated.in the guilt of upholding slavery. 11 78 
However, the Congregationalists, who tended to hold an 
abiding faith in the efficacy of interdenominational 
societies, adopted a more benign view of the refractory 
pace toward anti-slavery of the Society. In 1852 the 
Congregationalists convened at Albany, New York, abrogated 
the remnants of the Plan of Union with the New School 
Presbyterians, and commended the work of the American Home 
Missionary Society and the American Education Society.79 
The Congregationalists' antagonism toward New School 
Presbyterianism i�sued not only from their divergence over 
abolition but also from a sharpening of ecclesiastical 
differences in the 1840's. Stung by the Old School 
attacks of the 1830's , the New School Presbyterians 
struggled to assert their legitimacy a s  a Presbyterian 
body.80 In such publications as the American Biblical
Repository prominent members of the denomination re­
examined the historic doctrines and p olity of the 
Presbyterian church in the 1 ight of contemporary issues. 
New School restiveness under the relatively latitudinarian 
doctrinal positions of interdenominational organizations 
manifested itself in public attacks on the American Tract 
Society in the mid-1840's. In the course of the decade 
such notable champions of interdenominational efforts as 
Ab sol om Peters, Edward Beecher, and Julian Sturtevant 
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returned to their Congregationalist roots.Bl 
In the late 1840's and 1850's the New School 
Presbyterians drifted away from the American Home 
Missionary Society. The establishment of a Standing 
Committee on Home Missions in 1847 led to a recommendation 
in 1850 that the denomination-- not the American Home 
Missionary Society-- sponsor new Presbyterian churches. 
By 1855 the General Assembly of the New School 
Presbyterians had established a permanent Committee on 
Church Extension. On the road toward rapproachment with 
the Old School Presbyterians (which was achieved in 1869) 
the New School Presbyterians withdrew from the American 
Home Missionary Society in 1861. 82 Although the Society 
retained its title until 1893 any claim to 
interdenominational endeavor was a legal fiction. The 
·society had become an arm of the Congregational 
denomination. 
Although the tempests of 1837 did not shipwreck the 
American Home Missionary Society, the Society had been 
thrown off its charted course. The panic of 1837 posed an 
immediate and critical threat to the operations of the 
Society, but the dissolution of interdenominational co -
operation inflicted an ultimately mortal wound upon the 
founding principles of the American Home Missionary 
Society. The hopes of sustaining a truly national and 
interdenominational evangelical Protestant society had 
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been compromised by interdenominational dissension over 
doctrine and polity and by the rising tide of sectional 
conflict, which eroded the Plan of Union and shored up the 
deoomination a l sel f -cons c io ·usness of the 
Congregationalists and the New School Presbyterians. 
The unr avelling of the ori g i na l pur poses of the 
American Home Missionary Society between 1837 and 1861 
displayed the limits of interdenominational co-operation 
and deflated the grand design to superimpose a homogeneous 
culture on the frontier society in Illinois and Indiana. 
By the standards of their founders, perhaps the ~xalted 
mission of the American Home Missionary had fallen short. 
But the great expectations attached to a meta-historical 
point of view are seldom, if ever, borne out in the 
ambiguous experiences of history . As we review the 
motivation, efforts, and accomplishments of the Society in 
Illinois and Indiana between 1826 and 1837, we shall also 
suggest briefly, in conclusion, the cultural legacy of the 
pioneering members of the American Home Missionary 
Society. 
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CONCLUSION 
By mid-century Illinois and Indiana were no longer 
physical frontiers. With gradual recovery from the 
effects of the Panic of 1837, internal improvements 
resumed in both states in the late 184O's. 1 European 
immigrants poured in to build the canals and railroads of 
northern Illinois and Indiana. In the view of the 
American Home Missionary Society the potential benefits of 
material prosperity were somewhat offset by the 
unsalubrious effects of cultural and religious 
heterogeneity. Eastern leaders of the Society freely 
contributed to the nativist hysteria of the 1840's.2 
In spite of the outspoken nativist fears of their 
superiois, field missionaries in Illinois and Indiana 
generally assumed a more moderate (although clearly anti-
Cathol ic) tone.3 However grand their initial 
expectations, the field missionaries had been forced to 
adapt to what John Ellis had called "the lively material" 
of western society. By the 184O1 s the inroads of cultural 
heterogeneity were irreversible. The city of Chicago, for 
example, which Theron Baldwin had seen as a village in the 
summer of 1833 and had recognized as a potentially mighty 
commercial center, had begun to . fulfill that potential by 
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1842. Notwithstanding the depression, in less than ten 
years Chicago had grown from a settlement of 150 people to 
a regional market center, a home for Irish and German 
immigrants, and a major port.4 
Although the missionaries of the American Home 
Missionary Society could not create an unalloyed 
evangelical Protestant national culture, their efforts 
were by no means unrecompensed. By 1850 in Indiana the 
Presbyterians (Old School and New School) had erected 282 
churches with "accommodations" for 105,582 worshipers 
among a state population of 988,416.5 Largely because of 
the efforts of evangelical Protestants and the 
interdenominational societies, Indiana in 1850 could claim 
one church per 530 settlers: Massachusetts, by contrast, 
had only one church per 720 inhabitants.6 
What the Society had perceived as a "moral 
wilderness" had been subdued by the presence of churches 
or showed promise of taming through the acculturating 
effects of .sch o o 1 s , co 1 1 e g es , and v o 1 u n tar y assoc i at i on s 
for social reform. In the 1840's and 1850's the 
interchange between eastern evangelicals and western 
missionary efforts, which John Ellis had envisioned on his 
journey to Kaskaskia, Illinois, began to bear fruit. The 
"Yankee Protestant" values of ma.terial progress, 
individual independence, self-discipline, and personal 
responsibility for one's character had been disseminated 
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in the west. Educational institutions and voluntary 
associations formed a network that fostered those values 
throughout the nation and translated individual piety into 
aggregate social reform movements. The schools and 
voluntary associations that the missionaries of the 
American Home Missionary Society had planted subsequently 
provided avenues of social mobility, courses of 
leadership, and paths of righteousness for a migratory and 
uprooted people. 
The American Home Missionary Society issued from the 
pecul .iar conditions of American religious . life in the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The religious 
malaise of the Revolutionary era, the move toward national 
disestablishment and the denominational settlement, with 
its emphasis upon voluntary church membership, had spawned 
both lofty expectations and heightened anxiety. The 
Society represented an institutionally creative response 
to a unique experiment in church-state relations. The 
creative response grew out of an intrinsic tension in the 
religious 1 ife of the United States: in order to ensure 
denominational survival, individual piety had to be 
translated into a material measure of success. Eagerly 
incorporating the national destiny into the doctrine of a 
coming millennium, missionaries of the American Home 
Missionary Society attempted to mold the frontier culture 
of Illinois and Indiana throug~ revivals and the planting 
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of churches, educational institutions, and voluntary 
associations for social reform. But the high expectations 
and doctrines of the American Home Missionary Society met 
the .harsh realities of frontier experience. Although 
physical hardship and the apathy of settlers could be 
reduced to the anticipated obstacles of a noble quest, 
interdenominational unity was more elusive. When faced 
with a common task, such as building up the frontier or 
reaching those who remained outside the pale of 
evangelical beliefs and practices, the evangelicals tended 
to a ck now 1 edge the i r es sent i a 1 u n i t y. Yet . den o.m i n·a t i. on s. 
remained autonomous. When the commonly perceived crises 
of religious apathy and social construction on the 
frontier faded, doctrinal tensions surfaced and the 
constituent denominations of the American Home Missionary 
Society reappraised their common endeavor. 
However fragile or ad hoc the interdenominational 
relationships in the founding era of the American Home 
Missionary Society, the Society had helped lay the 
foundation of a distinctive evangelical Protestant 
presence in American culture. At the end of the 
nineteenth century the Congregationalist-controlled 
American Home Missionary Society met the familiar 
diagnosis of a spiritual frontier of immigrants and 
"heathens" with reflexes that had been conditioned by the 
work of the first generation of home missionaries. In 
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1893 the .World ' s Columbian Exposition offered officials of 
the American Home Mi ssionary Society an opportunity to: 
review . .. what has been accomplished--a 
candid inquiry into the present condition of 
the world - - a presentation of the attitude of 
the churches as the mars ha 11 ing of equi prnent 
and efficiency of evangelistic agencies--and a 
broad outlook as to the world's evang 71ization in this generation will be attempted. 
Participation in the World's Missionary Congress 
represented a material fulfillment of the hopes of Ellis 
and his colleagues in the 1820 1 s. The state of Illinois 
in 1893 was certainly 11 in the same class with" the eastern 
states; Illinois society clearly 11 possessed 11 as much 
11 rnoral strength 11 as the rest of the nation and 
unquestionably 111 inois was contributing 11 resources for 
the conversion of the world. 11 In terms of 11efficiency and 
equipment 11 the American Horne Missionary Society delegates 
to the Columbian Exposition were unimaginably distant from 
their ancestors of the 1820 1 s. Instead of traveling by 
canal barge, steamboat and broken down horse and wagon, 
the American Home Missionary Society delegates of 1893 
rode the train (and enjoyed a special 20% discount on the 
round trip fare).8 But they did not have to bring their 
own bedding or camp out. On the back of an envelope an 
anonymous American Horne Missionary Society official 
scrawled: 
This is a good hotel--quiet resort[,] extra 
good beds[,] fairly good table and cheaper 
t h a n a n y o \h e r I c o u 1 d · f i n d a n d r i g h t o n t h e 
Lake Shore. 
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